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The current highly productive period of research in the language .

acquisition of children coincides with a turbulent and confused
per.od in the teaching of language arts, Furor over declining test
scores, cries for the development of so-calied diagnostic skills in
teachers, and demands for accountability; particularly in the
teaching of reading and writing, culminate in a back-to-the-basics
movement aimed at the development of literacy. Commercial
publishers and educators, often unaware of recent research in
language learning, produce programs and materials designed to
assure the public that schools are indeed teaching the basics. It
séems difficult to make connections between research findings,

classroom practice, and what educators tell parents about how -

their children become literate. .
" The time is right to take a new look at the role of language in
the total development of the child. Much research is available and
scholars sre excited about new developments in linguistics and
psychology :and their implications for. education. Adults who
directly affect and are concerned -with children as they grow and
leam-need to be able to make sound instructional decisions and
to be able to say why they made those decisions. Teachers are
ready to improve their knowledge and skills—not so much by
engaging in additional remedial efforts or by identifying leaming
disabilities or deficiencies—but by increasing their understanding
of how children learn to talk, read, and write. This collection of
articles, prepared by the National Council of Teachers of English,
Committee on Language Acquisition of Young Childcen, addreues
those needs,

At its formation, the Commlttee on Language Acquisition of

Young Children was charges with the task of examining research

on the language acquisitica of children and finding ways of mak-

ing that knowledge available to people who work directly with -

childrer., Specifically, the purpose of the Committee was described
in the following statement from the NCTE Directory.

-
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Function: This committee will seek (o develop materigls Hra

bulletin which will be addressed to practitioners in the commu-

nity of language teachers—professionals, panaprofessionals, and
% . parents—who have roles in children’s langusge acquisition.

- In line with its stated purposes, the Committee began to develop
- plans for a publication which would present a variety of issues 1
regarding language acquisition relate them to current concems
of teachers, parents, paraprof , and others.in the school
community. Committee membeis e a number of initial deci-

sions conceming the publication. -

The publication would present a collection of original articles
by recognized scholars in the field of language acquisition
and development.

Articles would be based on current research and would at-
tempt to present findings and implications in a direct, read-
able form.

Each article would present a brief Jook at a single aspect of
language arts research and teaching.

'+ Articles would utilize examples and illustrations and wherever - -
possible would present concrete implications for_classroo :
practice. ’

Articles would be directed toward building the understand.

ings essential for effective classroom Practice in the language
arts. )

Selected references would guide readers to further study.

Subscquent to outlining a theoretical framework for the volume,
Committee members identified needed articlés and solicited manu-
scripts. Written materials were reviewed by Committee members
"~ and were &lso read and evaluated by a sample of teachers, parents,
P and others who work directly with children. The resultant publi-
cation attempts to present information that was once the exclusive
domain of linguiste and psychologists, in a way that wil! provide
practitioners with a founitxiion for instructional strategies.

Reporting on research findings often requires a specialized
vocabulary which sometimes creates barriers between researchers

and those who might use their findings—in this instance, those '
who work directly with children. In this publication, an effort
has been made to avoid those barxiers. Where precise vocabulary
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is necessary, definitions, examples, and elaborations provide
clarification. . ,
" The collection of articles ih Discovering Language with Children ©r
s oiganized into three intérrelated seclions. Section One, “Lan- !
gusge and the Young Langusge Learner,” focuses on what and
how children lesrn as they begin to acquire their language, The
> topic of language differences is also explored, In'Section Two,

“Langusge Growth in Educational Environments,” articles center
on creating in the school environment a context.that will foster
the turther language development of children. Some articles focus

" on the beginnings .of reading and writing in the very young child;
othars present implications for language arts education—speaking,
reading, writing—applicable to the full zange of students in the ele-
mentary school. The final section, “Evaluation in Language Educa-
tion,” deals with techniques and issues related to accountability in
-the language arts and points to new directions in the search for
information about how children learn and-develop language.

It is hoped that these original articles will make current research
accegsidble to those who may be interested in language learning but
hmhtﬂetlmetoperformanextenmehte rature search, While the
articles cover a wide range of selected research in child language .

itiorand developrrent;theConmittee niade 7io attempt o
treat the whole scope -of language acquisition research or of teach-
ing in the language arts. Thecoﬂechonwrvesasanmtmducﬁon
and overview for readers.

The articles are based on a number of assumptlions about how
children Jearn and use“language, Language learning is eriphasized .
a8 a process of discovery; it is rooted in action. 1t is created in the
family and the culture, and developed through interaction with
others in the environment as people use language for a variety of
social functions. As children learn language, they leam to pay
attention to what others intend to mean and to communicate
meaning to others. Leaming language, then, means leaming con-
comitantly a system for meanings and another for sharing .
meanings. Children leam- the structure and paiterns of their lan-
guage; they also learn asystem of social uses, They learn to main.
tain interest in conversation, to initiate, to take tums, to respond

. appropriately, to antic:pate a conversational partner, and to dis-
~= - tinguish” between what 48 unknown and what ‘s shared by the
other. Children come to school with a language chey have leamed

as part of their lives. When they enter the school environment,

/
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xii . Prefoce
they should find supporting culture for their Jangusge develop-
ment—one that helps them to expand knowledge and grow in skill

while feeling confidence in and appreciation for w!ut they have -
already leamede

Gay Su Pinnell
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" Part One: Starting with the Child

To plan effectively for language educauon, we must first thmk
‘carefully about the nature of language and how young children
~ leam it. Wecanbepnbyeummmgwhatchﬂdrenbnngtothe
gchool situation—that is, knowledge and ways of acquiring it. The
articles 1n Part One focus on language learning as an active process.
Children_hear language-all around them. They make hypotheses
about language structure and use, Through using language for a
variety’ of their own purposés, they become increasingly skillful
- at communicating meaning. Language is developed and extended

through the whole range of expenences and’ mteractlons in which” N

the child engages. !

Menyuk’s atticle, “What Young Children Know about Lan.
guage,” stresses the active nature of language development and the
“hypothesis testing” behavior that ynung children-exhibit. Lan
guage development is described as & process of discovering rules
and patterns rather than merely an imitation of aduit speech. In
the next article, Hood explores the special role that imitation does
play, particularly in the development of interactional skills. Beaven
describes “just play” activities, common to childhood, which have
significaiice for the development of language and thinking skills.
_ Finally, Zuteli exaniines the significant differencez between the
" way children learn language at homé and at school and makes
suggestions for assisting children as they make that transition.




- What ”Y'oung Children Know
about Language - -

Paula Menyuk
Boston Uni‘vusit}'

Children are active in deveioping lhelr Ianguage by transtating
what they perceive about the languaee they hear and then testing
those linguistic “hypotheses,” gradually approximating adult |
Providing opportunities for children to interact with an adult, to
use language and get & response, is essential for further growtk:.

By the time most children enter school’they are communicating
very effectively with others in their enviroriment. This means that
over a period of five years the child has learned a great deal-about
both the structural rules (grammar) of language and how to use
language appropriately to convey needs, feelings, and thoughts.
The ripidity of this development is even more astonishing when
one observes that word usage begins at approximately one year
of age, and by age three some children are producing complex
and conjoined sentences, such as ‘“‘Are there frogs swimming, in
there?”’; “I want the red crayon and the green crayon.”; or “My |
aunt, she live on Washington street, gave me a birfday present.”

‘How does the child accomplish this seemingly formidable task
, during the preschool years? And, how can_we use the chiid’s
knowledgeothngumathomeandmschooltoenlmcemrﬂm
development?

There is substantial evidence to indicate that language develop-
ment is an active, not a passive, process. From birth, the child is
eﬂgs’gedinmﬁnghypotheaesabontﬂiestmcmremduseof
language. Children do not merely imitate what they hear..Early
sound-making and later imitation of utterances are modifications
that reflect the child’s level of understanding of the structure.of
the language. In a sense, children translate what they perceive
into speech productions and then they test those productions.
" What appear to be errors (that is, differences between adult speech

5.




6 § i Lang_uage and the Young Lenguage Learner

and the child’s speech) are in fact stages in the child’s development
ol knowledge of the language.

For example, while gaining knowledge of negative forms of
utterances during a particular developmental period, a child may
perceive the difference between “he did not go” and “he didn’t
go.” The child may translate “he didn’t go,” producing ‘he no go,”
but at the same time be able fo judge which is the correct form
when given examples of both forms. The apparent errors really
reflect’ what the child knows about languo.ge during a given period
of development.

Children perceive forms and test them by matchmg their own
productions and those of others against those perceptions, By test-
ing their productions they come to their own conclusions about
how well the forms serve their purposes. That process is called
hypothesis testing. As children mature, both perception and pro-
duction of forms in the language systematically change. At first
a child may perceive only that negative utterances contain a “no”

or “not.” As the child’s perceptions_change, so will the corre-
spondmg productions change. The child will produce, over time,
such utterances as “no go,” “he no go,” “he no do go,” ‘he don’t
8o, » and finally, “he didn’t go.” Such changes show that the child
is perceiving new forms and developing new ways to produce
them. When we refer to language leaming as an active process, we
mean the child’s ability to form these new hypotheses and test
them. The hypothesis testing abilities of the child account for the
rapid development of language that takes place over the first five
years of life.

The examples above also serve to illustrate that language de-.
velopment cannot be based merely on imitation of adult speech
models. Productions such as *he no go” or “feets” or “‘cam
represent generalizations of the rules children have learned.
They are trying to apply those rules to the speech they produce,
The child does not hear adults produce generalizations such as
“runned” or “he no go.” They are a product of the active process
of hypothesis testing.

Communicative interaction between the child and others in the
environment is an important factor in fostering language develop-
ment. Recent studies have indicated that adults who care for
children are usually sensitive to the child’s level of language de-
‘velopment ‘and attempt to make their language understandable to
the child. They do not tend to correct the structure of the child’s
utterances, Rather, they give attention to what the child is trying
to communicate, to the meaning of the utterance. Adults’inr the

15
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homemgenmllywﬂlinztomptmdmumtthechﬂd’ .
utterances to keep the conversition going, thus encouraging the
communicative interaction that provides opporl:umtles for the
child to test the structures of language. .

* The way in which children go about acquiring language can be

. enhanced or dépressed by achool expetiences. Several factors may

* play a role in whether language development will proceed smoothly
once children enter school. Since they musi develop their own
hypotheses about the structures of language based on what they
- hear and the response they get when speaking, it may be difficult
for them to understand why cerfain common utterances are un-
acceptable to a teacher. For example, the child who hears parents
ans friends saying ‘‘ain’t” may be surprised at the teacher’s dis-
approval. Children need to leam that there are different ways of
saying the same thing, and they can do this by analyzing language
and becoming more aware of its different uses. Telling childr.>
that what they say is wrong, or even having them Yepeat the dif-
ferent form, will not encourage analysis or awareness. It will only
create insecurity about using language.
~ Our knowledge of langiage comes from our owm expenenees in
using it, not from grammar books. We do not process the sentence
“The boy hit the ball” by telling ourselves that it has a subject and

.. predicate and is composed of an article + noun + verb + article +

noun. We do not tell ourselves that the sentence “The boy who
wore a hat” is wrong because the main sentence has no predicate.
We Lave intuitive knowledge of the roie of words in sentences and -
the relationships expressed in utterances. We know what “sounds
right”’ to us. At.an early age, children share much of ﬂus intuitive
knowledge. If we allow the child to exercise those intuitions by
meking judgments about utterances, we encourage analysis of

in a way that knowing the names of paris of sentences
" does not.

Finally, a rich variety of opportunities for communicatlve inter-
action in the classroom will provide the language material from -
which the hypotheses develop. H most of the communication
comes from the adult in the classroom, particularly it talk is
primarily composed of questions such as “Did you finish the
papet"" the opportunities will not occur. Children need to engage
in interaction with a-variely of people and in a variety of situa-
tiom.Theyneod to uselanguagemmanydnfferentwaysand,to .
hear varying kinds of language.

Children are intuitive grammarians: If théy were not, ‘they

- -wou]dbeunable tomchthestateofhnguageknowledgeem

16
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denced on entrance to school. Our attitudes toward children’s use
of language, the ways in which we teach them about language, and
N the oppertunities we provide for language use can either help or
T hinder the further development of langusge knowledge, .
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The Role of Imitation in
,Cthdren 8 Language Learmng

" Lois Hood '
Empire State College, SUNY,

Children construct language for themselves rather than directly
imitating adult speech; however, imilation plays a special role in
language ooquisition

Children imihte for a variety of _purposes, particularly to relate
~ new information to-things they already knawv:.

~ —_Do_all children imitate speech? If so, what Kind of speech? And

when and how do they imitate? For a long time imitation simply
was not & topic of interes: to researchers in child linguage acquisi-
tion. 'Ihereuonforﬂ:eommon went something like this:

. Obviously it is unpowble for children to imitate everythins
- they hear.
It is also mpouibleﬂmteverythingchﬁdrensayismethmg
that they have-prevzously heard. .
Therefore, imitation is of no importance in the language
aoqumtiou process.

“In other words i imitation can't account for everythmg then it
doesn’t count for anything. We have come a long way from that
point of view and consequently have discovered many fucmahng
- things about imitation and its role in language leaming.

For example, we now know that children differ in the amount
and content of what they imitate. Some children imitate a Jot;
other children hardly at all. Both ways are common and entitely
normal. The naturalness of both and the dontrast between them
can be seen in these eumplesoftwo children, taken from arecent
study.
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- Peter: 21 months
Observations Adult Chid - .
Peter opens coverof  Did you open that?  open/open/open
tape yecorder. ; b
Peter watches the open it
tape recorder. -
. Did you open the' .
" tape recorder? tape recorder

Allison: 19 months

Observations Aduit * Child

Allison jumps up,

almost hitting her

head on an owrhead

microphone (the .
nistophones had \ >

been adjusted by the

... Cameraman hefore '
video filming began). -, !

. miciophone: She ) T e
tums to Mommy. N man
- Man. That’s the
mictophone.
Allison pointsto . .
_ another microphone
on her mother’s neck. . mommy
Yeah. Mommy has - .
. a microphone.
Alison looks at -
ovethead microphone. That's another

: mictophaone.
Alison, <till looking
at overhead :
microphone. man

We don’t know the conditions that caused Peter to imitate the
speech he heard and Allison not to imitate it, but the examples
lead us to some notions about the kinds of words and structures
. that children imitate (if they imitate) and the conditions under

_which they imitate, We can also Specuhte about the functions
which imitation serves.
. 'In geheral, children imitate what they are in the process of
learning; things that are at either extreme of their repertoire are
not usually imitated. So, entirely new words are not likely to be _
imitated by a child, unless they are embedded in afamiliar context,

" _ say a common kind of sentence or a common situation. Similarly,

very familiar words or sentences tend not to be imitated, with the
exception of routines such as games and stories. This notion of

Fo, 19
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Imitation in Children’s Language Learning _ ' 1

- the importaice of the relationship between new information

whch is being acquired and old information which is presumably
known is a crucial concept, not only for early language leaming,

" but for later language leaming and many other aspects of develop-
ment throughout life. This concept has been a guiding principle .
" of some of the most influential theorists in developmental psy-

chology, notably Piaget and Vigotsky.

T —————

Why Do Children Imitate? =~

_Examinations of what and how much chiliren imitate tell only

part of the story. Other important questions concem who they
imitate, and the kinds of activities and settings of which imitation
is a part. Researchers are just beginning to study imitation of lan-

- guage from the perspective of ite communicative function. And

we're finding out some surprising things about imitation's role in
the development of conversational skills. :

"For mstance. young children seem to repeat pal:t of what thenr
mothers say as-one of the ‘earliest ways ¢o stay on the topic. Al-
though very young children observe “turn-teking’ rules of conver-

. .sation with others, the infant and adult are not “‘.alking” about

the same thing: These are conversations in-form, not in content.
One of the first ways that childzen use fo continue an ongoing
topic is to repeat part of what has already been said. For example,
in describing what might happen upon opening and setting up a
doll house, I said (about a friend who was present), “She might
pinch her fingers.”” The two-year-old with whom we were playing
said, “pinch her fingers.”” Young children playing with each other
(with no adult around) have also been observed to use imitation as
a major tool of tum-taking.

This strategy of using what has already been saxd to stay in the
conversation doesn't just disappear from the child’s repertoire as

the child learns mofe about language. Rather, it becomes em- .

bedded in other uses of language. Instead of! merely repeating what

* someone else says, the child at a latér point will repeat and then

add new information about the same topic. For example

Adult I see two buses
Child: 1 gee two bus come there.

This ilhutrates one 1mportant point aboiit how language develops
Specific strategies and language strictures are incorporated into
other strategies and stiuctures to enable language use of greater
eomplexlty

- 1
—— .
- . -
El . t-
. . . . .
-
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‘_ 12 - Lcnguage and the Young Language Learner .
Perspectives in Language Acquisition Research

‘The questions of what langusge children imitate, and how much
and whv. have been examined in light of current languayge .oquisi-
tion research which emphasizes the interactional nature of the-
language learning environment. In studying the special role-of
imitation and of language leammg in general, three points should
be emphasized:

1. Langunge develops in rich contexts of mtenctlon and com-
munication;

2. Language meaning, use, and structure develop together and -
should be studied together; and

3. Part of development consists of certain linguistic skills be-
coming transformed and embedded in others. .

In part, these three points represent a ma,]or perspective m lan-
guage acquisition research today. They can apply equally well to
educational issues relating to later language leaming and should
figure in our planning and evaluations of curricula.

-
n
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Learning through Inquiry,
Disq;,overy, and Play .

Mary Beaven
Fairieigh Dickinson University

Activities we consider to be just play—building things; participst-
ing in art, music, and movement; and dramatic and sociodramatic
pilglybtue important in developing both langusge and thinking
s ' -

.

—Participating in these so-cailed projective activities.is a necessary
mr leaming to use the symbols and mental hmps of nbstrut
inking.

As young children play and pretend, they develop their language
and form inner representations of their world. Activities such as
construction, music, art, movement, drama, and sociodramatic
play are often called projective, because into them children project
theit impressions of the world. They form and reformulate their
" inner representations as they observe and recognize discrepancies

between their surroundings and their own view of them, When .

they discover something new in the world, they incorporate the
new impressions into their play. They red»>, rebuild, recreate,
replay, and retalk to assimilate their discoveries.

Apparently, extensive participation in such projective activities
‘is necessary for children to develop the ability to manipulate
symbols and' images mentally, an ability necessary for reading.

Between the ages of five and seven children gradually internalize ]
- . -the projective activities, They report that: they are able to play

and talk “in their heads’ Because:the academic work of the
school depends upon this intemalization, chiidrén are not ready
for formal imtructlon until they can talk and play in their heads,
Adults must help-children develop their thought and language
abilities through construction, creative expression, and play which

in furn will help them to separate the name of the object from the

object melf

13 -
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Blocks and other building materials sexve to translate mental. °
images into.concrete representations. Although much construction
occurs through chance, children do use their impressions of thur_
world to guide building activily. At times youngsters become frus-
trated because they lack the physical skills’ 20 make what they
build look like their mental picture of it. But the discrepancy
between what they produce and what they have in mind motivates
them to continue building. At the same time, they contmue to
modify their images as they construct.

Children need a variety of building materials, space, and fime—
as well as contact with adults—to-expand their concepts, language,

« and problem-solving abilities. Adults help by observing what chil. .
dren are constructing and then by creating a variation so that
.youngsters note the discrepancy and figure out how to make it.
Adults also pose questions, such as “What does that look like?”,
 “What could-we use it for?”, “What else do we need?”’, or “What

v . would happen if you put this piece over here?”. As important as °
this adult interaction is, children also need to work by themselves,
without other children or adults. In this time alone, they incor-

. porate what they have heard and seen, test their own. 1deas. and
" cont . uct new forms.

Creative Expression

Just as blocks and other building materials serve as a means of

translating mental images into concrete representations, so do.
* drawing, painting, clay modeling, music, and movement activities.
Through such creative activities, children expand, organize, and
clarify their perceptual impressions and related language. Since
children do not absorb all the sensory aspects in one exposure and -
do ndt organize all their impressions in one gttempt,; many creative
experiences are necessary. Adults can help children perceive dis-
crepancies between their representation of them and the actuality:
“The. dog you modeled has four legs, and so does that dog over
thegdl)o you see anything else about the real dog that you want -
tO 9"

Different media foster different components of thought ‘Draw-

. ing and painting ‘develop perceptual sensitivity to color.and line

and act as a means of organizing them; clay and other plastic

materials help children organize line and space; dance and move-

-
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. mtapumtimemdm;a:;d music recordssoundtl;roush
time. The more media children use to organize their perceptions
and concepts, the greater the complexity those concepts and the
related language will have.

Dramatic and Sociodramatic Play

Dramatic and sociodramatic play provides practice in the use of

.symbols when language abilities are developing. Dramatic play
\ emerges when children are two or three years old. They see adults

using objects, and then they imitate them, Through their use of

objects children try out their impressions of adult behavior. For

. -exsmple, one moming Ayan, the two-year-old son of a jazz

- trumpeter, woke his household, trying to blow his father’s hom,
dragging it on the floor, and announcing, “Me Daddy.” He used

.an object as a symbol. to represent his father; through the symbol
he became Daddy. -

- Sociodeamatic pley emerges between the ages of four and seven.
Dramatic play becomes sociodrematic play when several children
play together on a theme, interscting both physicatly and verbally.
As they play house, have tea parties, go on rocket trips. shop, or
go to the doctor’s, they add new information and change the play

_ when needed. In replaying scenes, children reproduce their impres-
sions of adult behavior and speech. Thus they refine their own
Janguage and mental representations of the world.

Play helps to move the child from concrete to abstract thinking.
At first children use replicas of things adults use, Gradually they
become less dependent upon such props and ave able fo use more
undefined objects. During the périod of sociodramastic play, chil
dren acquire the verbal and conceptual maturity to use verbal
descriptions and miming gestures in place of objects. As they
become more advanced in sociodramatic play, children plan who
is to play what role, where the play will occur, what props are
needed, and what problems they will handle. Planning may be-
ceme 30 involved, intense, and satisfying that the children never

- actually play out their ideas. They no fonger need overt action
-and direct physical participation, but can deal with it in words.

Apparently, talk alone is not enough fo help children organize.
their concepts and develop their language. They need a structuring
activity such as building, creative art and movement, or dramatic
play into which they can cast their impressions of the world, A
wide var'ety of studies indicates that one-to-one adult-child play..

Q < - 24
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16 Lenguage and the Young Language Learner

< interactions, story-telling, and field trips, followed by thematic
sociodramatic play, and sociodramatic play using the manipulation
of objects, are all good ways to foster growth of language and
thought in children,

Teachers who want tu promote maximum' conceptual and lan-
guage development will \have their young students engage in pro-
jective activities that help children organize the nonverbel and
verbal elements of their concepts, Construction, art, music, and
movement activities, as well as dramatic and sociodramatic play,
foster comprehensive development and pnme the mind for the
kinds of tasks found in the school. -

*
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" sccomplished 30 much sometimes have great difficulty in master.

- I-lmmathommdhowﬂuymhudltatschool.‘.

* from home. When children use language at home, they can rely on

Learmng 'Language at Home
and at School

<"

Jerry Zutell .
Ohio State University

'.mnmmnm qualitative differencesin-how children leam . -

meommmtwdmwum . B
help young dm’dunmhthmadﬁon between home anit school :
lauupluuplu. }

muumknacﬁucdadjmhneutmthemmwhichthcylwn.

communhtehﬂnbmadenocialeontuhofthewhoolwmz

its more formal instructional modu.whoolisamw

influence on children,
Bothﬂ:cctyhmdmuntoflanﬁnginwhoolmdiﬂmt .t

familiar surroundings and parents whose activities und characteris-
tic forms otoxpuuion supply substantidl support for their verbal

communicstion. In contrast, the school setting requires that chil-
dren “play to a larger audience™ and be more explicit in wing
language. Those demands are particularly significant in written
language because writers cannat-utilize nonverbal cues (pointing,
or changing the pitch or volume of the voice) or receive imme.
diate feedback from their readers (s nod, a quizzical look, or an
“un-hub” of agreement) that would reveal the success of the
communication.

When ¢hildren start to school they are eager to Jearn and confi-
dent that they will make sense of the expetiences awaiting them.
And justifisbly so! They have already demonstrated their leaming
ability through their mastery of the structures and systems govern-
ing their native language. Yet these same children who have already

- . ' 17
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18 . Longuage and the Young Language Learner

ing what would seem to be a natural contimiation of communica-

" tive competencies—the ability to read and write éffectively.

One source of children’s problems with written communication
may be the failure of the educational system to utilize both the
Ianguage that has been learned and the way in which it wasleamed,
in order fo foster their further language development. An examina-
tion ‘of the major contrasts between learning at home and -at"
school may provide some insights as to. how teachers can help chil-
dren make the transition from one language leaming environment
to another, -

Learning ﬁanéungeat Home

- -

" In the home, language learning takes place within the context of

familiar surroundings and activities. Children use their natural

. curiosity 'as they shake, push, rattle, and bite the objects around

them. Others interact with them, commenting, comforting, or
even scolding. This action and accompanying talk provides non-
verbal and verbal information in a meaningful context which
children use to construct the rules governing language use.

Another characteristic of language leaming at home is that’it
is a self-motivated; active, generative process. Parents do not con-
sciously force children to talk by setting time aside éach day to
teach them sounds or by lecturing them on the seriousness and
urgency of learning to talk. In spite of this, childrén are able to

‘constrict complex and sophisticated rule systems based upon the .

unstructured language information available to them. The process
of leaming language is not passive imitation; children actively
create their own ways of expressing their ideas and observations.
My son Justin’s use; at sixteen months, of “Bye-bye bath!” ashe
watched the water draining from the tub was typical of the highly
inventive, yet rule-oriented language created by all children.

An essential quality of learning at home is that children leamn
language by observing and doing. Smith (1975} has distinguished
three modes of Jeaming: performance (learning to swim by getting
into the water,and trying), demonstration (watching someone else
swim), and verbal instruction (being told how to swim). At home

* children rely on the first two modes, speaking and listening to

others speak, rather than waiting t6 be told how to construct
sentences.
. Early language learning is directly related to use (tacit) rather

- "than being based on stated rules (explicit). We all apply highly
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’ comg)lexnllu mupeakma. Eventhouchwemaybeunabh to state
what those rules.are, we know them tacitly. In contrast to school,

" the focus at home is on meaninhg, not structure. Parents don’t tell

. the child who says “Mommy cookie’ that there is no verb in that
sentence. Using language to express ideas is the focus of language
learning at home, and parents interpret their children’s utterances
as complete and meaningful even if they are ungrammatical by
adult standards. Parents even modify their own language intui-
tively to fit their children’s linguistic needs as they see them, using
sunpler sentences, different vocabulary clarifying devices, and
varipus attentlonal devices. - :

Leéaming Language af School ,
‘The language and the teaching materials at sghool often agsume
that all children have the same background, in , and language

knowledge. Children are expected to adjust to the experiences, lan-
guage patterns, and focus of the learning tasks in their classroom.
As they learn language at home, children themselves organize

- and sequence information and skills. No one teaches them verb .

endings in a predetermined sequence before plurals or possessives.

But.in school, most programs and textbooks control learning by

imposing a structure—typically a sequence of individual skills
.which are explicitly taught and systematically reinforced. Our
language programs are organized around the scope and sequence
" charts that accompany basal texts, and we provide a weexly spell-
_ ing list for children to leam accordmg to our view of learning and
organizational pattemns. *

The predominant modes of language learning at home are dem-
onstration and performance; at school, oral instruction and skill
practice take their place. Smith (1975) estimates that in the aver-
. age hotrr of reading instruction, children spend only four minutes
actually reading. Many activities are paper-and-pencil oriented
rather than centered on making and doing things.

Parents tend to respond to the child’s meaning and rejoice in
each indication of progress. The role of the teacher is generally
different: There is a strong demand for correctness, and teachers
tend to view errors as failures rather than partial successes. The
responsibility for effective communication and for progress falls
upon children. Those who do not succeed may be labeled as being
lazy, slow, or even disabled. The teacher’s responsibility is too
often viewed as controlling the context and motivation for learn-

—#
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" A genuine and supportive “I don’t quite understand,” or “Let's

20 . mmdthei’ounghwm
ing, of!etmc oral instructions or e.xphmmgthe m!ormation in the

. texts, and monitoring progress and reporting it to parents.

. Mnkincthe'lhnliuon

The above comparisons between home and ocht:ol emphasize the

- extremes of each environment, Few parents provide the supportive

conditions described here all the time; many teachers exhibit atti-

" tudes and techniques usually seen in parents. Further, as children

grow in intellectual ability and knowledge base, parents as well as
teachers begin to incorporate mmdsmchveandexphcittech-
niques, Nevertheless, 1tisclearthatthetwolanguageenv:mnments -
are significantly different, and often it is the difference in environ.-
mentrathetﬂuanadeﬁc:encymthechﬂdﬂmtlmpedecmemm

* school. Given the specific differences between the typical patterns

of lariguage development in home and 5chool, there are some
gmdelmes that teschers may follow to help chndren make the
transition from one to the other.

First, if the children’s backgrounds ofexpenenoeareverydlf'
ferent from that assumed - by school texts or activities, begin by
using the children's own experiences and then broaden ‘their
background. In reading, this might involve starting with language
experience stories while regularly readmgamtyofbooksand
poems to develop their background further.

Next, there should beamplehmeforperfommceuwellas
oral explanation or instruction. The opportunity to read a book

or make up a story or improvise a scene should not be a reward for -

those who finish their work early, but an essential part of every
child’s language arts program. Children need to use language on
their own besides listening to their teacher’s explanations or
instruction. X

Instead of starting mthrulec andgenerahzations.childrenneed
to begin with what they already kmow. Explicit knowledge of
things such as phonics rules or correct spelling should be built on
the tacit uses that have already been acquired. Giving children
choices and presenting them with problems to solve, material fo or-
ganize, and time to figure things out for themselves may be more
effective than trying to preorganize their Jeaming experiences. -

Teachers need to emphasize content and communication rather
than form. There should be opporfunities for children to revise
and correct themselves or be corrected without fear of failure.

-
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Cowy it aalin " is much more effective than “No, that’s not right.
- 1. Next . ..” Teachers, like parents, who look for what is right very '
_ often find it, and those who look for errors or mistakes likewise .

" -find them. And children who are successful at the beginning are
more willing to take on the lifelong task of learning.

>
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Part TWO. Learmng about .
Lang'uage Vanety ‘ |

. Language has endless variety. People throughout the world speak

many-different languages, and there are numerous dialects or
vmetxep:of the same:language. Most of us can give examples of the
ways in which people in different locations talk differently. We
also realize that people talk differently depending on their pur-
poses for talking, those they are talking to, or the social situations
they are in. Part Two of this section addresses those differences
-and what they inean for language learning. Language differences
are viewed'as dlﬂerenoes,notdeﬁclencles, variety is & characteris-
tic of language, not & problem. Learning to ‘vary one’s own lan.

guage and torecagcﬁzehngmgemhoninowlfmd othersis .

part of language leaming.
. In the first article, Jaggar focuses on- helping educators under-
_ stand" dialect variation and adapt curriculum to meet the spécial
, andvanedneedsoflsnmeusm Language itself can be a valid
. topic for student examination. Dillon explores the dynamic and

- changing nature of language and describes how children can be-
come collectors aind surveyors of language variation and change.
Teachers often encounver in the classroom children whose pri-
mary language is other than English. Urzila presents information
from recent research in second language’ &cqumtaon, emphasizing
" the particular strategies used in- aéquiring a second language—

recogmzlngthatchlldmnwhodonotspeakEnglmhmnOtso-
called ‘problem children, and placmg such children in s:tuatmns
that have meaning for them

[ L,
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Allowmg for Language
- Differences

A ]

-

Angela Jaggar
" New York University .

¢
b

"

Children whose dialects differ from standard English often en-
counter problems in school which stem from miscomepﬁons
_about their language. A

" T help all children becomie effective language users, we need to
understand dislect variation; be aleri to the specific differences in
children’s language, and adapt curriculum to meet their needs,

Imagine two, five year olds talking about their pets. One child says,
“My dog runs fast,” and the other.responds, “My dog, he run

faster.” Both children leamed English, but they don’t speak it the

" same way becausé their cultural and linguistic backgrounds are dif- -

ferent, Many ‘American children learn some form of standard
English, but many others come to school’ speaking so-called non-
standard dialects.’. -

Recent research shows there is no reason to believe that non-
standard language in itself is a barrier to Jeaming and commaunica-

. tion. Nevertheless, because of widely held misconceptions about
_dialects, and popular but mistaken ideas about what is “good”” and

“poor” Engliah, children who speaknonstandardEnglishoften
encounter problems in school. If we are going to help children
become effective users of language; we must understand that
variation in language is natural,

We all ‘speak a dialect! Bostonians do not sound like New

_ Yorkers: ot Chicagoans. University profeasors do not talk like

construction workers, at least not ususlly. To say a person speaks
a dialect is to say- only that he or she speaks a regional or social
variety of English that differs from othér varieties of the laniguage,

All dislects are highly structured, complexlanguages Standard

. English is no more logical, no more expressive, and no more com-

municative than nonstandard Eriglish. The meaning is the same,

- whether a-child says *‘I 4in’t got ho pencil’” or “I don't have a
pencil.” Judgments about the superiority of one dialect over.

+
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another are social judgments, not linguistic ones. If we understand »
. this, we.won't underestimate the language abiht;es of children who o
- speak nohstandard dialects. . P )
" From a linguistic point of view, ‘there are relatively few dlf
ferences betweer standard and nonstandard English. However,
teachers need to know what differences exist in their students’ -
- speech In order to avoid or modify instructional techniques and
materials tliat may be confusing. Thesé variations may appear in
« the vocabulary, pronunciation, or grammatical forms that children
Most variations occur in pronunciation. For example, non-
standard speakers may not pronounce the r and ! sounds and the
consonant clusters at the ends 6f words, As a result, words like
sore and saw, tool and too, and wind and win sound the same.
Other words’ that may be contrasted in standard English, such as
tin and ten, chair and cheer, right and rat have identical pronuncia-
tions in some nonstandard dialects. The pronunciation rules thus -
~~, produce different homonyms in children’s langusge, just as their,
and there and pail and pale do in standard English, These:and.
other differences are shared by many regional standard dlalecf,s";
and should not interfere with communication. The context should
e _sufficient to reveal the chnld’s meanmg. as in “Da chair cos’
ten dollar.” ok
Therearefevver dlalectlcal dlfferenoesmgrammarthanmpro- -
nuficiation, but these differences are the more stigmatizing. Speak-
ers of standard English find them harder to sccept and usually base
judgments about the adequacy of children’s language on the gram-

*  matical features in their speech. Unfortunately, teachers and
others tend to interpret these differences as mistakes or errors. -
when they are not. Dialectical variations are systematic and rule-
governed, and children who produce nonstandard forms are -
following the rules of their langvage system.

Moreover, it we examine the grammatical variations we find

they are re!atwely minor, surface, differences in language—for

W example, the absence of inflectional endings that mark posséssion,
number, and tense, as in “She go every day,” or “‘that girl house,”

" or verb formis such as “He be tired,” and double negatives like

“Nobody can't find it.”’ The sentence structure remains essentially _

the same. This is important! For it means that the differences - .

between nonstandard and standard English are primarily differ-

ences in usage, not grammar. Not even the youngest speakers of
nonstandard English will say “‘Ain’t going he school to” for “He

s

et
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isn't going to school.” But they may say “He ain't goin' tg school”
which is an equivalent form and means the same thing.

The differences in language have some obvious implications for
teachers of children who use nonstandard English. Pronunciation .
differences present poteritial problems when children are leaming
to vead, especially during phonics instruction. For example, thym-
ing lessons may,becoine confusing if teacliers do not realize that
words that rhymie in their own dialect do not rhyme in the chil-
dren's dialect and vice versa. Similarly, problems may arise in
spelling if teachers | are insensitive to différences in pronunciation.
But just as.speakers of standard English learn to write ideg and
which even though they say idear and witch, those who speak
nonstandard English can leam to wnte with for wif and ask for -
axe.

Likewise, the grammatical dlfferences shiould not mterfere in
. the teaching of reading if we remember that in oral reading the

_goal is comprehension and not accuracy,. When asked to read
. aloud,"a child may convert 2 sentence like “He doesn’t want
“anything” into “He don’t want nuffin.” These are not reading
“ervors” and need not be corrected. The change shows.thaf the

child has comprehended the written message and merely “trans-. .

lated” it into & more natural speech pattern. No child talks exactly
as the books are written! Children ‘who speak a more nearly stan-
dard English learnn to read from texts written in language that
varies, often considerably, from their .own. So can children who

" speak nonstanidard dialects, They already undérstand a more

nearly standard Spoken English and can leam to read,.and write,
it, even if they don’t speak it themselves.

The crucial issie with regard to dialect dlfferences is not a
linguistic one. The ma]or problem lies in our attitudes and knowl-
edge about Ianguage in general and owr attntudes toward dialects
specifically. -

Wé must recognize that there is no one “correct" way of speak-
ing. What is right or proper for one speaker or situation may be -
) wrong or improper for another speaker’or situation. Attempts to

language differences by correcting so-called errors or to teach
ard usage patiemns through rules of grammar and language
not only are ineffective but often have undesirable conse-
quences. Children who say “We ain't got hone” and are told .
““That’s not right. You don’t have any” are bound to be perplexed,
The teacher’s response is meaningless because young children .
-+ cannot separate form from content in language.
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. Our primary goal is to-increase children’s communicative com-

petence—that is, the ability o use language effectively in a variety : .

of situations and for different purposes. This is best accomplished
by mvolvmg children’ in language activities that are meaningful-and
developmentally appropriate. Story-telling, role-playing, asking
questions, sharing, and discussion are gooq examples. These “real”
experiences, unlike Ianguage drills, encourage flexibility, fluency,
and powet in oral expression. As children learrs how to communi-
cate effectwely. they develop an intuitive kncwledge of how lan-
guage varies in different contexts and they begin to master new_
language forms, including standard usage, in a natural way.

Our job, then, is not to change children’s language but to hélp
them expand the language they already have, We must start .by
accepting the children’s dialects and recognizing that, though they

are different, they are not deficient. Children can think logically, -

learn effectively, and talk intelligently in any dialect. s
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Teaching about Language Itself
David billon - T ~ -
_ University of Alberta o .

Variations in lw are fiatural because language is dynamic;
and constantly changés to meet different needs of its speakers.

Language hu‘many appropriate forms that vary from one place
to another and from one sjtuation to inother.

" For quite some time language arts.programs have been focused on.
teaching children about language by teaching grammar. This study .

of the striicture of sentences and labeling parts of speech has been -
‘narrow in focus and’ very time-consuming. Such an analytical
study, of language should be only a small part of the total language

-, arts program because it contributes in only a minor way toward

our ultimate goal -of increasing children’s ability to use language
effectively in speaking and writing. Only a great deal of purposeful
language use will accomplish that goal. Nevertheless, some knowl- B
edge about language itself is impartant for children to develop
appropriate attitudes toward language use. That knowledge must

be broader than the study of grammar and-more reflective of the
-basic.nature of Janguage as a social and communicative tool. -

m.hfafureofLanguxge_ .

A brief description of a fourth-grader, Susan, getting ready for .
school one morning, can indicate the kinds of language she en-
* .counters. Susan’s grandmother, who lives with them, tells Susan
that her lunch is in the ice box. Susan is in a hurry as she gets it,
and her mother calls after her, “Susan, close the refrigerator door?*
. As she stops to do this, Susan hears the moming weather report.
. I’s an interview of a New England resident and sounds something
like ““The stawm dumped 2 lawt of snow heah,” and she wishes her
own Midwestermn town would get some snow soon. She meets her
friends on the way to school and greets thom one by one. “Hey,

20
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what’s up?” “Boy, sure is cold!” “Think it'll snow?” As they

approach the school, the children meet the principal. “Good

morhing, Mr. Lawrence,” Susan says. “How are you today?” He
responds and heads for lus office as Susan and her friends hurry
to class.
This_small slice of Susans life illus.rates two basic concepts
- about languase that both.teachers and -their students should
understand.
. Language is dyn,qmtc, ever-changing over time. Susan’s encoun-
_ ter with different terms, ice box and refrigerator, for the same
- object from speakers of two different generations illustrates this
principle. Reading Shakespeare or perhaps-glancing at a page of
Chaucer or Beowulf in the original makes it clear to us that our *
language has indeed changed dramatically over time and continues
to do so: Of course we do not often see such sweeping chinges,
but, like Susan, we occasionally see new words like input enter the
language while old ones like fountain pen slowly die.
In most cases, language changes over time in ordertoadaptto

" new social needs. The Norman invasion of Britain left the English
langusage a little more like French. The expansion of the American
“West brought a number of nétive American and Spanish terms into
Aferican English. The technological explosion of the sixties and
environmental concems in the seventies have left us numerous new
technological and ecological terras such as ecodice. .
. lLanguage has many appropriate forms that vary according to
place or social situation. The differences In a sotiety as diverse as
. ours are reflected in the various forms of our language. Susan’s
Midwestern ears.noted some pronunclatmn differences in the New
Englander’s dialéct, although she probably didn't reslize that she
would sound as different to the New Englander as he did to her,
or that she herself even spoke a dialect. Besides varying in pronun-
cistion, regional dislects also differ in vocabulary: creek, bayou, or
stream; milk shake or frappe; and poor boy, hoagie, submarine,
hero, or grinder. A little later in the moming, Susan's informal -
and formal greetings of “Hey, what’s up?” and “Good moming,
Mr. Lawrence” indicated her awareness of langudge adaptation to~
different social situations. We all use these social variations as we
. move from casual to more formal settings or from speech to writ-
. ing (for example, the -informal ‘‘Jeet jet?” and the more formal

“‘Have you eaten yet?"’). Whethier we choose to usecheap or inex-
pensive, I can’t hardly wait” or “I'm anxiously waiting” c¢ “I
" shall await your response” may depend on many elements of the

3%
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somloontutandonwhetlmmecommmhonuspokenoc :
mm:

Several notions related to this principle dm mention here, ™

. First, so-called standard usage is sitaply that language variety in

any geographic region which we tend to use for more formal situa-
ﬁomnmhubminmormmmt.&mewculmpcmym .
gé that is very similar to the standard variety at home; some
may use a substantislly different variety at home or with
. Standard usage is appropriate for the formal settings, just
we sometimes call nonstandard usage is -aptcopriate in
social settings. Second, since esch variety of a language
serves its users equally well, there are no differences in quality or
value among the regional or social forms, We can describe them as
dxﬂmtﬁomwhother.notumpenorormteﬁortoeachother

Instruchonal lmphcahom

Our most natural and.effective way to teach is mducﬁn.starhng
from a number of known, specifics or examples and leading leam-
,ers on to make their own generalizations, Children can become
collectors and surveyors of language variation and change. _

Like Susan, children encounter examples of social variation in

", language at early ages as they hear relatives and family friends

. speak differently to various other people-in certain situa
mq&mmmmewomhnmwhm“phymghmm
or “playing school.”” Television provides them with examples of
janguage change, and teachers can add to this with films, record.
ings, and children’s literature, Members of the community.repre-
senting various social segments of the population can come to the
classroom, or children can go out to the community to meet them, .
" preferably as part of a larger project, perhaps in social studies.
-To learn monaboutmonﬂmhon,studentsmhmord:
genpihindiﬂerentpuhofthecountryhyumgcassettehpu :
uch an exchangé allows eachi class to leam about the distinctive - —
aspects of their own language ‘which reflect their regional heritage.
Historical change in language is also encountered in the home
when parents or older relatives use antiquated terms such as ice

.box or trolley. These same family members are also the best

source of data for clasaroom learning about words that have either
died (knickers or sock hop) or been born {skyscraper or videotape)
or changed (crackerjack to cool to right on) during this century.

. Students can survey relatives and friends for this information. A
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goodmytobemnutudyofcumntlyusedwordsorphummto
.‘ask children if they have ever wondered about the origins of some
of our idiomatic expressions such as’ “letting the cat out of the
bag”’ or “puiling your leg.”” Students can choose their own exam.
ples: to research. Along with their study of hiitory, they can find
examples of words that entered our language from other languages
(moccasin and skunk &ommtive American Iangmes or patioand
rodeo from Spanish). C
Fmally,wemustzememberﬂntourgoalufokchﬂdrento a
acquire .some generslizations about langusge. ‘Which ‘specific' . :
examples of social, renoml or historical variation we usetohelp
them reach thosé conclusions is unimportarit, The examples
should arise from our students’ backgrounds and interests and bq"
sufficient in number for them to genefalize. Then the chancesare; * -~ .
. g§ood that children will conclude that langmgevamhon isnatural
and reasonable; that these variations are ail appropriate for apa¥- .* "
ticular time and place; and. thatthemaré no mhetert dxfferenoes‘ *% k
mvalueamongtfmn : SN ~;~

* - N - -
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Gott, Evelyn, and McDavid RIL Our Changin:Lenxum New York‘ Mcan
Hill, 1965 (record).

Joos, Mattin. The Five Clocks. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1961

McDavid, R.L, and Muti, J.T. Americans Speaking. Urbana, Ill.: Nationll
- Couneil of Teachers of Eng!kh, 1967 (record and pamphiet).

Shuy, Roger. Discovering American Dialects. Utbana, T11.; Natiénal Council of "
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' -Bomg What Comes Naturally
- Recent Researchin -
o Second Langage Acqulsmon

CaroleUuﬁa L
Educnhonul ponsultmt . -

\ﬂun people tearn tmcum they ube many slmilu' aequidtlon
; tbis is true whether they are small children Jeaming

. Mnut(ornaﬁu)hnﬂ*orolderdmm“adulukmmg

a second language, .

. kap&muﬁumﬂmmswnqu&c
] anhump
’ Mamﬁimw:mwmmmnmd

if the leamer is placed in a situation thathsmemlngforthat
individual. N _

. Amtcutoonﬂlmmmatmﬁlmexpum Apmofadu!t

., tourists, standing in & Mexican street, are observing.two tiny chil- .
drmhlkingtouchoﬁm 'I'hemmcommenhinammentto_

'hu pariner, “How can somiathing wmalloonjuutehrmhr
&mhhmbowitbout stopping to think?" .

Evayqne whohuemhiedtohunatoreignhwmay»—

idmﬁﬁumﬂatbntqu«hon'cmdnnmtohuuw
effortlessly, while adults labor.to say even the simplest phrase;
- throughout the.world, children with even a mininium of intelli-
gence can leam their first or native language, bntemyone(even
apnim)huvmedmominlmnlpgamoudhnwm

What .sccounts for this difference? And, more impomnt.vhit
intﬂuthelpcallkunmtol«mamondhw??o:ﬂnu
mdlofchildreumﬂnUnitedStam,themmtothmquu-
ﬁoummwmtuommnhoolmumychﬂdmn
" from Hisperiic, hench,Alim and Native Ainerican backgrotinds
hmbnmmamﬁnhmmaahomwhichhmﬁm
different from that used by teachers in their schools. For such
children, leaming a second language efficiently and commendably
ismimpoctmttuk.‘lhustheﬁmd\mmdothuﬁ;niﬂmt

aduits in their lives, need to leam all they can ahout what bappens *
in thehn;mnehmingproeeunotbeyaqnd:tb_atpmemtoﬂw .
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34 ) Langlmé ond the Young Language Learner

greatest extent. Parents, too, may wish to be well informed in
recent language research. For example, many parents in Culver
City, California, and in Canada have recognized the intellectual
and social advantages of being bilingual, and have started- their
children in foreign language unmemon prosram;, in Spanish and
- French, respectively. -~
Two aspects of second-lmgua.ge acquisihon will be the focus of
this paper: (1) Recent research in second-language acquisition (of
both children and adults) shows that the processes used in learning
a second language are very similar to the processes young chiidren
" use when leaming their first langlage; and (2) the leaming ofa
“second language is less difficult if the learners are placed in situa-
tions that have meaning for them. To demonstrate how these two
- agpects work, | will describe some processes used by both first-
~ and secpna-language leamers and examine the stages in’ which
- these procel;ses take place.

Staanné?nLanmgeLeming o ‘ o

Have you ev ' heard parents say {or perhaps you have md your-

self) “My child spoke in complete sentences from the very begin-

ning.” Perhaps those so-called sentences sounded something like

the followings “Daddy go there,” or “Me eat allgone.” There'’s no

doubt that these sentences convey some meaning, but they are far

from being complete, adult sentences. However, for one who is

just beginning ito learn a language (Stage One) it is important to

grab at almost anything in order to open the door to communica-

tion. - Sometimes nonverbal means suffice. Sometimes one word

(“Lights?”) - works. Semetimes it,is a group. of words (called a

formula by Wong-Fillmore, 1976), which are acquired and used as

unanalyzed wholes in the situations in which they fit. It does not

matter whether thé words form a grammatical structure, at first,

it is only important ¢o let your friends know that you want to

. communicate with them, or as Wong-Fillmore says, to *“lubricate

- convetsational gears!” These formulas, when learned, seem to

5 function in that way.

Several years ago [ went to live in the Philippines as a Peace

“Corps Volunteer. Facing 4,000 of my new friends on the first

moming in my town, [ knew that [ wanted fo convey the attitude

that [ liked them and thai [, wanted to talk to them. Seizingona

formula I had learned from my new “mom,” I told them hello in
their own language! There was an instant murmur through the

O e
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" crowd, tollowed by a great round of appiause. My formula worked;

4000peopknow knew we ‘were going to be working together to
leam one another’s language,
Wong-Fillmore studied five young Mencan children who en-

“tered the public school system in the United States. She noticed

- that each child began using formulas similar to those of the other

four, In fact, by early fall, formules constituted between 53 and
100 percent of the children’s language (questions, commands,
greetings, politeness routines, getting the floor, changing the sub-

. Ject). At the end of the year, only one child, Nora, used very few

formulas, The other children still relied to & great extent on for-
mulas in specific situations which gave the impression that they

. spoke the language so the listener would be encouraged to perform
a vital funetipn—continuing the conversation!

. Stage Twom hngunge Leuninu
- For moat leamers of a second language (and a ﬁrst), however,

there js a strong motivation to communicate more than “Hello!”
Most ieamers have idpas to share, feelings to express, jokes to tell.
From thevutmofhngu-gemundﬂmem, they must exiract
certain elements of the language that they have figured out, to

- convey those ideas and feelings, Thus, leamers move, after widely

4

varying lengths of- timé, to-Stage Two. Even here, however, not
much of the structure of the language is available to them. They
have only a few ‘‘drops” of language to analyze, because they
cannot comprehend the whole “sea” at once. Since the formulas
have already been learned, many’ learners change the formulas to
invent new ways of expressing their ideas. Thus, the question

" formula “How do you do these?” for one Mexican child in Stage

_One became, in Stage Two, “How do you do these flower power?”

and “How do you do these in English?”
Other sirategies leamners use in Stage Two (adulu and children

:alike) are the same as in Stage One: they simplify the language

structure, conveying the message in the chunks of meaningful
words, and they take rules that they have inferred from some

structures and apply them, even where they donot fit. ~ T

. Simplification. Those who.have learned more than one language

' (md are old enough to talk about ic) remember simplifying a great

_ %o my friends in my second Janguage that “'I teach—yesterday.”..

" deal. All verbs, Jor example, may have been reduced to their

simplest form—perhaps the present tense. Thus, I communicated
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Or, commonly ' children learning English as a second language will

talk about their “two pencil” and “Rosa book.” Such language is
similar to that of a twenty-nine-month-old native English child
who told her mother that ‘“Mary give block me’’ when questioned
about an alien block among the little girl’s toys (Urzia, 1977).

In fact, if leamers did not simplify the grammatical structures
to some degree, they could not talk. Leaving the details of the

- Janguage (word endings, auxiliary verbs, and so on) until later,

leamers often choose words that convey the meaning and merely
string them togéther.
Ovérgeneralization. B&sades simplifying language structures,

" learnets' often understand a rule of grammar and use it too much;

this strategy is called overgeneralization. The best example of this
is the first- and second-language learner’s development of past
tense. As leamers understand that “ed” on the end of certain
‘words indicates talking about something that has already hap-
pened, they frequently say things like “jumped, licked, singed
(a song), writed, hurted.” The rule, then, for past tense is used iny

places where it does not fit—that is, on irregular verbs. Until there |

has been more exposure to the language and more practice in using
past tense; that poWer{ul rule {or generalization) will be used in all
situations requiring a past tense. Commonly, children in kinder-
garten and first grade whose native language is English still over-
generalize past tense. Second-language learners may take several
years to leam the itregular verbs.

If persons learning a second language are especmlly lucky in
Stage Two, they will be talking to responsive, caring persons who
recognize that making errors and taking risks is important, In
fact, the better language leamers are those willing to take risks
{Omaggio, 1978). Researchers in second language acquisition are

1

presently trying to describe sequences of development of certain -

structures. One such sequen~2 might be: What ride in? What he

ride in? What he can ride in? What can he ride in? Young children

might use any of these sentences, and their parents would cer-
tainly not call them deviant or chide them for not using adult

grammar. In fact, parents would be listening to the meaning of the -

message, and probably would make a response to that meaning,
1974, Richards, 1974). Likewise if second-language leamers are to

- use the powerful processes of leaming available to them, they

must be encouraged to be active in their communication efforts,
trying things out, risking, and getting responses (feedback) from

-

---such as “What can-he ride.in?. How:about the wagon?” (Corder,
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perions around them who care about the message they are convey- -
ing. Using the considerable social skills-svailable to her, the little

Mexican girl Nora, mentioned earlier, sought out English-speaking

children to.engage in oral-dramatic activities. By the end of two

and a half moriths, Nora no longer felied on Spanish at dll. Count-

ing on her friends to respond to her communication efforts, and

talk back to her, Nora gainéd rapid facility in her new langusge.

. smm‘mmuming R

. Persons who want to become a part of the community by speaking
the new language will not stop at Stage Two. Often they desire to
master more grammatical devices and more nonverbal and cultural
nuarices 'so they will be more precise and appropriate in their
communication. In this stage many children and adults alike ask
a lot of questions about their new language. For some, the analysis
of ‘specific grammatical forms may be conscidus as in reading or
grammatical exercises. For others, using the language more and

‘ more will ultimately facilitate finer tuning of the language.

- The_time needed to reach this stage varies widely. Two of the
: Mexican children in Wong-Fillmore’s study had reached this stage
within one year, and one child had barely crossed that threshold.
 Two children were very far from being aware of the means by
- which they communicated their ideas and feelings. In a program
- that I helped organize for.the teaching of English as a second
language in the Honolulu, Hawaii, public schools, at the end &f
orie year very young (below age 6) immigrant children could
scarcely be differentiated from children whose native lanjuage
- - was English. Primary children usually took two years, and children
" older than 11 took much longer to reach the level of mastery «f

grammatical details. - . T
Throughout all recent discussion of research in second language.
acquisition, grammatical (linguistic), social, and coguitive strate-

.gies are seen as altemating, and compatible, processes for all

learners. For a leamer to be free to learn another language, the
learner must be- able to trust others to respond to the messages
communicated and not be Iaughed at or singled out. In addition,

_._a leamer must be active in seeking people to talk with, snd willing
to do what is necessary to conform to the standards of these

* speakers. In taking risks and using whatever language is available,
learners (adults and children) will undoubtedly use many formulas
and simplified language forms, and will overgeneralize language

.
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rules and constantly hypotheme about howto make the Ianguage
work. And just as most people learn their fivst language by using -
these same acquisition processes, leamners of a second language will

be most suecwmlnfﬂlespeakersandlmtenersaroundmemmst

.do what comes naturally!

- " »
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Part One* Creatmg a Co Context
" for Lang:uage“Growth

meunge is mbedded in culture. Children come to ochool with
a language developed in their culture, and they shuuld find there a
- supportive milieu for further oxpansion and.development of lan<
_guage.: The school environment should provide rich and varied
language and opportunitles for childven t6 make connections
" hetween what they already know and the new understandings they.
* are trying to develop. Concrete experiences, sirrounded by mean-
ingful’ talk -and written language; will facilitate the development

o of reading comprehension and writing ability. While younger chil-.

dren should concentrate on meaning rather than form, it may be
appropriate for older children to focus directly on language itself .
in order to become aware of the patterns of language structure and
how they relate to the communication of meaning.
" Articles in Part One attempt to describe elements in the school
" environment which can influence positive’ language development
ing variety of ways and provide a foundation for specifi¢ instruc-
tion in reading and writing. Fox's ariicle focuses on activities that
support the processes through which children leam and develop
Iangusge. Natarella advocates wide exploration of a variety of
books and extenuion of literature through various follow-up

- activities." Stewig suggests particular school activities which can

link the tlasstoom to language in the outside world. Pointing out
 that children continue to develop language during the elementary

school yesrs, Chomsky explores ways of helping them become
more aware of the patterns and structures of language. In the last
* article, Fisher offers suggestions for helping children become
" _aware of languuge structure—an altemahvetotrad:tionalgrammar
lessons. .




-~ Promoting Gfoﬁvth in
. Oral Language
p } .

-Sharon E. Fox .
The Ohio State Univemty

Muny different activities-readinl aiotld, dramatic-play, discuss-
ing, painting, building, observing and comparing—are essentiai to
promote development of children’s oral language, .

The process of development involves the input of nch and varied
language, opportunity for children to hypothesize about how it
works, test or practice new words and structures, and finally ob-
tain feedback about. their use of language. '

During a visit to aﬁrstgmde clamoomlsawseveralboyswemng
foil-wrapped boxes on their backs. ““An oxygen tank?”I asked one.-
“No!” he quickly responded, *‘a life-support system.” This was .
“worth watching, Ithought, so I observed their play of going to the
moon. Here is part of the dialogue T heard:

.“Ready to go!” one yelled.

“Oh, no we’re not!” said another. “We've got to test ourselves .

fordizzmeumdmgrantymdseeltwecsnmnon themoonmd
do flips.” - :

“Have to test out the parachutes' »

“No, no parachute,” corrected one player, “cause lf we para-
chute, we'll go up, not-down.”

-, They started on their journey after placing their imagmmr

" spaceship on a higher course. The block comeraaosstheroom
became their moon landing area.

I noticed one boywalldngmundmthhuarmdanglingon one
side. “What are you doing?” I ‘asked, He said they were on the
moon and he had hurt his arm. Later he told the others he needed

a “bionic arm.” They accepted his statement without questions.

Another group of children were making a rocket nearby. They

. joined the first group by saying, “Calling Spaceship Number One!

Calling Spaceship Number One! We’re sending up a small space-
ship with some Martians in it"for you to study » And the play
contmued

43
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children were using language quite skﬂlfully to assist their
play. Imaginings needed to be verbalized in oider to continue the
iodrama, for the participants had to wnderstand and accept
each other’s role interpretation. As an example, the new group
wishing to enter the play scene acknowledged the ongoing {rama
by speaking in “radio” language—“‘Calling Spaceship Number
_ One!"—and linked themselves as.contacts for-Martian research. )

The dialogue reflects the input of many experiences the young-
sters had previously had. Television probably served as the main
source. They may have seen reruns of Stai Tréek, Saturday mom-
ing children’s shows such as “‘Space Academy,” and “The Six
Million Dollar Man,” or ‘perhaps. news documentaries of actual
rocket launchings. These children took in not only the idess and
information but also some of the vocabulary and usage. The inltial
exchange,-“An oxygen tank?” “No, a life support system,” illus-

v drates the knowledge of specific vocabulary appropriate for space
" adventures as opposed to undegwater explorations. In their play
the children also exhibited procedural knowledge in regard to
T equlpment (the parachutes) and a human’s reaction $o a new envi-
ronment (doing flips). .

The actual language used demonsttates the fact that children
process only what they are able o understand at that time, They ™~
base hypotheses on those understandings. Some of the statements
reflect a surface knowledge. True, scientific investigations are per-
formed when space travel occurs, but sending Martians to the
moon for study is a little far-fetched.

-Play afforded these children an. opportumty to ireaffirm and
practice prior leamings, to fest new hypotheses on others. The

" feedback each child received provided additional information to
be processed and a chance fo expand and elabotate their inter--
pretations. The players gave feedback in two ways: first by direct
correction, as in my mislabelling the life support system and one .

" child’s blast-off announcement “Ready set go!” when no testing
had occurred; and second, indirectly, as in the group’s acceptance
of an idea or language being iised and a continuation of the play
activity .-

This procedure of input, hypothesis, test/practice, and feedback
4s evidenced in the prmolfs dialogue is, quite simply,.the way in
which children acquire and refine language. All of the leaming
work occurs within a meamngful context—that is, youngsters hear™
and use Ianguage purposefully. Sometimes the situation is imagi-
nary, as in play; at other times the situation involves the ongomg

- events of living. .
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. - Common experiences form a basis for telking. Study trips
are especially useful because they include concrete, authentic
experiences from which children can extend their vocabularies and
continue their learning after retuming to the classroom. Not all
trips require outside transportation. Studenis who are studying
architecture can take a walking tour of the homes and buildings
in the area surrounding their school. Input of new vocabulary
words might include dentils, fish scale design, or even shingles.

- Testing and practicing these new acquisitions might occur while a -
small group constructs a model of a building or puts up a bulletin ¥
tboard to share what they have seen. Feedback takes place within
the group and from the teacher. Informational books on the topic t
provide a source for both input and feedback.
The literature program is another way in which the teacher
creates common éxperiences for students. As language input, read-
" ing aloud to the class is an obvious choice. In addition to the daily
whole group session,’ smaller groups and Jindividuals should hear
stories read aloud too. And storytelling, another literature input
. source, happens too rarely for the value it-has in the classroom.
~ Straight telling—that is, direct eye contact with no props—is

. probably the most difficult, but it has the advantage of establish- -
ing a special rapport between speaker and listener. Other modes of -
storytelling use flannel board, puppets, chalk falks, and pictures. )

Merely listening to stories read or told is not encugh to pro-
. mote language growth. Children need to try out and practice the.
language-they have heard. Some may retell the story through pup-.
- pets, dramatic play, or a flannel boerd. .Others may respond, by -
planning and drawing a mural or diorama. By working together, .
children have an opportunity to.test and receive feedback on the
language used—language influenced and extended by literature. }

-~ Oral language may be developed through extensions of books

' that children read for themselves. Besides the previously men-
tioned story activities, small group discussions on one book or

" several books by the same author and joint projects to formulate

. _ games are two of the many kinds of oral outcomes. Sharing books

.- ‘with others through brief summaries, role playing, and book

*¥ “sales,” all create yet another avenue for broadening and testmg

language. ‘
Structuring the classroom to include a variety of areas, such as -
. art and science centers, stimuletes different kinds of language.
© Rich, diverse materials in an art center help to produce rich,
- diverse language. Construction paper, paste, and crayons as the
only resources can restrict not only art expression, but also the
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ongoing language. Cloth remnants, ribbong, wallpaper, sntl' wrap--

ping and tissue paper provide textures, designs, and colors that
lead to interesting colisges. A box of plaktic and cardboard con-
tainers suggests models, and another dimension is added. As
children propose, discuss, and select materials, they use language

‘purposefully to work on thejr tasks.

The science center may be a source of ompnrahvelanmage for

plants, one grown in sunlight and t}w other in shade. Careful
ohoe.rut:om of the classroom guinea pig might evoke descriptive

. language involving weight, measure, and movement.
A block-building comer and housekeebing area encourage -

imaginary language through play. Games require the participants

. to agree upon the rules and foliow a specified set of procedures,

Sand and water containers suggest such a variety of activities that
hypothesis testing is a natural outgrowth of their use: Will one
bottle hold as much as andther? How many items can be p!aced
on the plastic boat before it sinks? -

The classroom environment should not be static. A continual

" rearrangement mus’ take place with each learning area receiving

different and new items according .to the teacher’s curriculum
planning. Not all objects need to be replaced, for the familiar.can
acquire broader, richer meanings when compared or used with a
new object. And sometimes a teacher can ‘elicit a change.in thought

'enmple by demonsirating the likenesses and differences between .

and .thus a change in language, through questioning or pointing -

out a certain item’s properties. Written questions in a display or

placed in a center may also channel the way in which children

formulate and solve problems.
" Scheduling a daily sharing period prondes time for students to
explain, describe, and respond to ‘questions. This more formal
activity is a-fine opportunity for a child to practice using language
to reach the interests of a large group, and for the group to offer
feedback on the presentation. A good sharing session does not just
happen. The language skills of clarity, preciseness, brevity,.and
qiestioning have to be learned by establishing procedures and pro-
viding the chance for positive comments and constructive criticism.

Children need a.balanced participation in dramatic pldy, work

in small and large groups, listening and responding to literature,
and having concrete leamning experiences both in and out of the
classroom. Teachers can promote linguistic. growth within' these

- contexts through the kinds-of language input they pgovide, by

allowing time and structuring different occasions. for using lan-

guage (testing and practicing), and by oﬂenng opporl:umtm for :

feedback

T
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_— Shanng Literature with . -
. the Young,Child ,

Margaret Natarells - ) '
Columbn Public Schools, Missouri -

Childnn's hnluan can be extended by sharing books that con.

uinauﬂetybfunﬁmpam:mmdﬁehmbumy

Language development can be enhanced by extending the stories T

through various follow-up activities. o
1 ) .

* To help children know and appreciate literature, we need to see
that they have enjoyable experiences with books at an early age. .
Plessant encounters with books, speatheaded by a respected adult, -

R conveyﬂw:duthatmadmghmnmdanenjoyablemdproﬁuble
e useof one’s leisure time. Young children also need to hold books
and look through them at a leisurely pace. This gives them an op-

. portunity to “resd” the story from the illustrations and helps ~

' them learn book-related concepts such as. front and beck, right -
and Jeft, and top and bottom. Encounters with books can be
enchanced by participating in a variety of oral response activities.

Through literature, children are exposed to new vocabulary and,

" - sentence patterns, When they come to school their language pat-
tems reflect the spoken langusge of the home environment. For
some children, school and home vocabularies and langusge struc-
tures are radically different, cansing considerable frustration in the
new environment until they leam the school-related vocabulary
which enables them to function adequately. To develop -their .
language, children need constant exposure to_ the different words
and sentence patterns found in literature, especially when reading
experience is extended with follow-up.activities.

- Literature is an excellent Janguage building resource, especially
when the experience is extended by oral activities such as discus-
sion and dramatization. Such programs significantly increase -
aspects of word knowledge, quality of vocabulary, and rendlng ’

.~ ____comprehension.

b Authois of fine books for young children do not water down

_the vocabulary nor purposely select one-syllable words. They

. 48 . - .
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omnmmm npotiﬁonofphluuandmtemu.
and new or unusual words to make the text a literary accomplish-
ment. Figurative language is effective in Byrd Baylor's The Desert
Is Theirs, Miustzated by Peter Pamnall: “‘Spider People were there .
. too, Mtbemworldwobbled.theymdmﬂlmdlky
- together, It's together still. . .
Newotnnuunlwrdlmfmmd in Python's Party by Brian
Wildemitli. In this picture book for young children the author uses
cunning, scuffled, dabbing, and wobbled as the animals perform
their tricks. Children. understand the mesning of the words from
caontext, and they can pantomine their understanding as they
“mbblealongontwomelom"liketheworldfamoushyem
Someboohnp»tphrnuoruntemuw@iehchildnno!ten
enjoy saying {00 after hearing them read. In fact, they become
move attentive while listening for the clue words. Have You Seen
_ My Mother? by Anne Maley (illustrated by Yutaka Sugita) repeats
“Have you seen my mother?”’ eight times during the story. No
doubt the sentence will be heard over and over during the day. .
Another kind of book that invites involvement is one that re-
quires the listeners to answer specific questions or respond in some
other way. Brian Wildsmith's Puzzies has a question on every page
that can only be answered by carefully observing the illustrations;
and nutsery rhymes such as pat-s-cake bid the children to say the
verses and participate in the hand movements. .
. .As mentioned earlier, the Janguage of books can be enhanced
by activities that follow the reading. Many books inspire orsl
activities such as discussion, dramatization, role playing, puppetry,
and story re’ alling. These activities extend the literary experience
byeueoumngchﬂdrmtousethehnmmestmchnumdthe
_vocabulary from the story in meaningful contexts.
Aml-liteoecmmcethatallchﬂdrenoopemmklummg
to tie their shoes. Barbara Klitaowicz's When Shoes Eat Socks,
illustrated by Gloria Kamen, is excellent for foliow-up discussion
‘Mmyomtudmﬂntothmhweﬂﬁtmmblemu
well as other frustrations of growing up.
Udncthemwo:dumdphmuorsentmouoecunﬂmoct
.automatically whenchﬂdrendrmaﬁuotretellactorymﬁma
" flannel board. The Three Bears and The Three Pigs ate excellent
r*~ries for such sctivities beciuse the children become involved
. with the reciuring language patterns in both. The creative incor.
poration of new language is shown by a three-year-old “wolf* who
respondod to thepipwith, “Then I'll huttyom'housein' Huff!

t
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Parucular stories suggest special follow-up activities, which add ’
another dimension to the literature experience. Cooking, art,

- movement, and nature walks are exciting things to do after shpring

stories that feature these activities. For instance, making and
eating chicken soup with rice must be done after sharing Maurice _
Sendak’s Chicken Soup with Rice. And how many of your chil-

. dran.have tasted cranberry preserves, tapioca pudding, or vhubarb

pie, the foods craved by the peacock in Diane Massie’s Dazzle.

"Having-a tasting party would give the children an -opportunity

to try some new foods and-find and ube the special words that .
descnbe their taste, texture, and consistency. .

Many nursery rhymes and folk tales have food as an integral
element of the story. The three bears went for a walk while
the porridge was cooling. The queen of hearts made some tarts,

“Lorinda Bryan Cauley uses these tales and rhymes in her illus. - ‘

trated cookbook, Pease-Porridge Hot. Some recipes included in
the book are: Peter Rabbit's Mr, McGregor's Garden' Salad, The

- Little Old Woman’s Catch-Me-If-You-Can Gingerbread Man, The

Three Bears' Hot-and-Yummy Breakfast Porridge, and Little
Miss Muffet’s Curds and ‘Whey with Fruit and Nuts. Reading the
recipes, following the directions, and talking about everything that
happens are all important aspects of reading-cooking experiences.

Painting would be especially appropriate after listening to Sleep -
Out -by Carol Carrick or Dawn by Uri Shulevitz. Art activities
enable children to experiment with colors and fextures as they -
express their thoughts and feelings in a different medium. A
variety of materials and freedom to experiment ave essential in
such creative responses. AR

Movement activities are suggested by many expenences with
literature, such as Byrd Baylor's Sometimes I Dance Mountains:
“Dancing is a way of talking too because a dance cah say any-
thing.” As an extension of books and poems, children can create
movemeént that expresses the wind, rain, flowers, frogs, and grass.
They can prance, wriggle, or jounce, using. their entzre bodies or
partlcular body parts in theirinterpretations.

After .reading Once We Went on a Picnic by Aileen Fisher
(illustrated by Tony Chen) or Secret Places by D.J. Arneson,

"children become’ more aware of the endless variety of things in the

" environment,

environment. A walk may focus on nature sounds, leaf and bark

" pattems, small creatures, or the many different plants in the area.

On these walks the children are listening, observing, and discussing
as they learm many new words that des_cribe the objects in the,

!

.
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Sharing Literature with the Young Chitd , T

"’% In summary, sharing books with children should be an erjoy-
able experience for parents and teachers. The children, in- turn,
benefit from these encounters with literature because reading,

-and the supporting activities, broaden their experiénce, develop
: voubuhry and in gen 2ral provide a rich enmnment for growth

in langnage dmlopment. . -

-~
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Planning Envirohments to
_'_Promote Language Growth

. John Warren Stewig
University of Wisconsin—Milwaukee -

" A rich, productive language emlmnment in the school links the
clmroom to the world outside. -

Chitdren need contacts with other people, with the community,
and with ob)ects that sttmuhte language.

In planning the school lnnguage enmronment for, children, a major
task is to establish links to the world of language outside the class-
room. School language leamings have immediate value in propor-
tion -to success in establishing such links. The isolation of the
classroom can be reduced by providing contact with peaple,
objects from the environment, and field excursions. The nature
and complemty of such links to the outside will vary at different
levels, but it is crucial that they gceupy a central position in pro-

‘ductive language environments “whether for three-year-olds or

middle school students.

, People

Classtoom visitors from the community—parents or other adults—:
help ‘expmd children’s understanding of language "and their flu-
ency in using it. For example, a teacher might invite people ¢o the
classroom who speak a foreign language. Young children are

,mtngued Ao leam_that not everyone calls that four.legged object

we sit on a chair. One year a kindergarten class Xept a chart of
different words for chair. Drawing from parents who had a knowl-
edge of a foreign language and from other adults who visited the
class, the list grew to include égua (Akan language from Ghana),
silla (Spamsh), stuh! (German), Késd (Hebrew), kszeslo (Polish), la
chaise (French), and sceur (Romanian). With older children such
classroom visitors could teach children to say or write their names,
a phrase of greetmg, or perhaps even 3 sunple thyme.
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S . Other mitou could include speakers of other dialects After
——. - children have discussed the differencés in their ways of talking
N . (assuming at least some have come from another area), it is time to
. invite speakers who can providé information on regional dialect dif-
ferences or on dialect as velated to ageor generational differences.

" Visitors to the classroom may also motivate children to use the’

. language skills they have already acquited. Clamoom visitors who
explain their jobe, crafts, hobbies, or special interests, provide for
extensive Janguage learning. First, preparatory reading will supply

. nheeded background. Then the children use their language skills in
dictating a Jetter of invitation. Prior to the visit the teacherhelps

. children formulate questions to ask, Important language growih
occurs as students grapple with their original questions and. re-

shape them to communicate clearly. A review of listening skills
completes the childrén’s preparation for the visit. While the visitor

' ~istin the classroom, students use listening and oral language skills

. in the conversational exchange. that takes place.-Following the
experience, it"is helpful' to have children dictate or write an ac.

count of what occurred. The concluding actmty is a thank- “you

- letterto the resource person v

Dbject.s from the Environment - ¢
A second unportant component in linking the classroom with the
-world is a conscious use of objecis or artifacts which stimulate
language. These are of thiee kinds—language-stimulus; language-
related, and language-reproducing objects. "
Language-stimulus objects are brought into the classroom fo
develop a child’s ability to use oral or written language in describ-
ing something. For example, the teacher might bring in a-persim- ,
mon, pomegranate, or other unfamiljar friit or vegetable, and ask
tae children to observe ifs shape, color, texture, weight, smell, and
taste. 'As children search for just the right words in talking or
Wntmg about the experience, they are developmg expressive
language skills, '
Language-related objects include media mabenﬂls such as books.
A study of the book could include’ a hombook .replica, an old
children’s book (easily found in antique shops), braille and talking
books, a book that réads from back to front {Hebrew or Chinese), -
» -and a good-quality pop-up book. Other possibilites include a book
in its hardback, paperback, filmstrip, film, and recorded versions,
giving children the chance to use language to discuss the similari- _
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w

.+ ties or differences, and their preferences. Such sctivities develop
., skills in describing, comparing.or contrasting,.and evaluating.

Language-reproducing vbjects allow children to study the ways
in which others use language. Adultusesoflangtmgecanbeen-
joyed " arid studied by listening to tapes or retords of authors
reading their own words. Encourage children to describe their
reactions "to the author's speech. Older children can read along
as they listen and report how the book was enchanced by the
author’s orel reading: Films or-videotapes of authors and illus-

trators explaining their- work are wi{dely available and dre good

alternatives or supplements to havmg a local author of ﬂlustrator

. visit the school.

An interesting study is-to find out how children in 6ther places

use language. Tape recordings can be exchanged with.a classroom
. in a distant part of the‘country. The topic might be social studies,
“but whatever the topic, a helpful understanding of the rich diver-
sity of American English develops as clifldren listen to the tape..

The fifth graders in central Indiana discover that not everyone
pronounces pin and pen identically, as the fifth graders in central
Massachusetts leam that some people say car with an /r/. _

Field Excursions

The classroom is onfy one of the many environments in which

‘children can jncrease their linguistic competencies. Every commu.. -
“nity offers a variety of language environments that can be utilized

by conducting field excursions..New and different experiences,
laden with vocabulary, chailenge children to think, talk, and then
dictate or write dbout their impressions. Ideally these trips need
to include cultural experiences, such as visiting an artist’s studio;
professional experiences, such as visiting an architect’s office;
commercial experiences, such as visiting a small business; and
industrial -experiences, such as visiting a factory. Such field excur-

sions not only enhance language grewth as children-meet new"
words in a meaningful context, but they also provide career edu-.

cation opportunities for the social studies program. As mentioned

earlier, children also encounter this richness of language when a_

speaker visits.the classtoom. The main difference is that field
excursions change the focus.

Excursions into’ the commnmty can. also be made for sociat
service purposes. One third grade teacher regularly takes her
children to a retirement home where they read from books of
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residents. Eventhelmtnhlemude:ﬁndsamllmglutenu and the
interchanges between adult and child are meaningtul to both.

If there are limitations on the number of field excursions pos-
aible tewheumy neéd to search for places to visit within walking
distarice of the achool, or use technology ta bring the-community
" into the classroom. The Hansens (1972) have described at length
how the telephone-conference call can ‘be used, as early as kinder-
gurten, to establish ahnkbetwaentbecommumty and the school,
As children interview.city officials, chat informally with a nursery
owner;—uk questions of a newspaper editor, or plan for their
excursion to a bank, they expand their language skills and develop

_ understandings of how language functions in daily life.

A major problem with too many.language programs is that éhil-
,dren escape from them with the belief that school language is
unrehted to the re:* world. We can overcome this by incorporating

experiences with a variety of people, artifacts, and field éxcursions -

in the school-language environments that we deam—envmohments
tlmtreﬂectthevltahtyoﬂangtmgeinhfe Co -
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Develo?ng Famhty w1th
-, Lan Structure

Carol Cﬁomsky ) ' .
Harvard University T
Language devélopment continues throughout the elementary

school Years a5 children become ‘more adept at deallng with in.
creasingly’ complex linguistic structures.

Reading booles, listening to stories, and specific .lang'uage aware-
ness activities help older cluldlen develop fucillty with langusge '

' Children of elementary -school agé are stdl actively engaged in
acquiring their native language. Language development is much

- slower than duripg the preschool years and. not as noticeable as .
in- tHe earlier years, but studies show that it continues in much the
‘same manner a8 with younger children. .

SchooI-age children continue to' learn new. éonstructlons sys- " |
tematlcally on theit own, using the language they hear around
them. They are prepared to construct their own internal language
system from inputs that come their way and they -benéfit from
exposure to a rich and varied linguisti€ environment.

" Children progress at surprisingly ditferent ratés. In recent l;:ltx)
guistxc testing that I did with children between the ages of
and ten, I found thiat knowledge of a series of complex language
-structures. varied widely. Age was not the.whole story. Although . .

in general the older children were more advancid, there was

enough variation so that some of the seven-year-olds, for example,
. were several stages ahead of other children_of nine.and a half
d ) _orten.

- What was different about the cluldren in ‘the study who pro-
gressed quickly as compared to those who moved along more
slowly? Interestingly enough, the children’s independent reading
appearedtoberelatedtotheu linguistic stage. Those who were

. read to more, and waoreadmoreontheirown weretheones who
o knew more of their language. .

Apparently it doesn’t matter whether children listen to a book
read aloud or read it themselves. What is important is the exposure .

fRIC . - 6l
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to tlie language of books. Written language tends to be morecom-
. piex than speech, and children who read benefit from a range of
. linguuticmputsthatareumvaﬂabletotheehildwhohasnom RN
" tobooks. -
Some children in our study reported noreadmxatalltnthe
course of a week, and oﬂimréportedasreatdeal.()urhemast
-readet, an eight.year-old girl, reported reading, in one, week, Bor-
rowers Aloft, Little White Horse, Find the Constellations, Myrtle
Albertina’s- Secret, Helen Keller, Pinocchio, The Enormous Egg,
a Charlie Brown comic book, Amelia Bedelia. and a number of
- stories, This child was in onrtoplingmstacstage. Quite a variety
. .of levels for a second grader! In general, reading at many different
. levels was characteristic of our heavy readers.
This vesearch suggests that the kind of expogure and input pro-
vided by, the written language is beneficial to children’s Janguage -
development.. [t would be useful for teachers to read aloud to
children regularly, and to encourage them to read widely on their
own, for pleasure. Books as complicated as children are willing to
tackle are a good idea. It’s all. right fo miss some of what is in the
book in the exciterhent of getting on with it, and to skip less
interesting portions."'We all read that way. Careful, analytic reading
has its place, but free, pleasure reading brings important contacts
. with large amounts ‘of literary language. For other suggestions, see
Reading Is Only the Tiger s Tail, where ways to encourage class-
:oomreadingareengamnglydpscnbed. . . P
Language facility can be developed also through # more direct ' .
approach. I think that, starting in the upper elementary grades, .
it is effective to heighten children'’s awareness of language and "~
their sensmmy to senterice structure and word, meaning, Rather :
than teaching facts of grammar, I suggest providing ways for ..’
.« - children to become aware of features of language that they know
- . implicitly and use, but have never hqd reason to examine directly.
"+ What I recommend are hngmshc consciousness-raising sessions.
-Senlence composition is a good place to begin. Children can p
constrict sentences under a variety of conditions that make the
process more interesting. The result must be a grammatical sen-
tence. This leads to some strange word combinations and argu-’
ments over what is and is not a sentence. The children must . -
exercise judgment about grammar and acceptability in language,
and consider the form of language explicitly. They have to con-
centrate on the sentence construction ifself and ask themselves
repeatedly: What can come next 56 that this will be a sentence?
- One way to proceedlstouseagamecalled.ﬁlphabeteasers
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described by Joseph Shipley in Word Play, an intriguing book of _
language games. In Alphabeteasers, you start with any letter of the
alphabet, and compose a sentence in which each word in_succes-

sion_begins with the next letter of the alphabet. For example, .if -

you begin with the letter b you nnght write: Baby cougars don’t

eat fireflies. Sentences can be of any length, but longer ones are ..

motre challengmg snd- more fun. Some sentences produced by a
group of fifth graders who tried it were: “Orville planted quite
rapidly six tulips under very wet xylophones,” and “A black cat
died early Friday going home in Joe’s kooky limousine.” Some
fourth grade productions were: “Sally tasted used vinegar.”
“Michize] never owed people quarters.” It's fun and it requires
specific focus on the mechanics of sentence composition.

Another game for- makmg sentences uses an array of words

such as th;s P ,

asked they know you can't

you | Wwhy don't | homé | go

=1

forgot 1 1 .say | want | to
he | that | believe] they | know

-

To form a sentence, start at any box, and move one box at a time,
always to a neighboring box. The resulting string of words must be
a plausible sentence. The children’s productions can become quite

complicated. One fourth grader included this sentence i a long . ’

list: “They believe 1 forgot you asked why they know you can't
go home.” His teacher liked this one because of his use of subordi-

nate clauses, which did not usually appear in his spontaneous
written work. *

Children enjoy maklng sentences that are unusuaI' they aren’t
sdtisfied with ordinary ones. One group of.children working to-
gether on another array produced the sentence “Turties don’t you
see.” I picked this one out of their sentence list as being ungram-

matical, fiot a sentence. “Oh, yes it is,” ! they argued. Here was .
* their proof: “You come into a room and see things on the table

and you don't know what they are and you ask, ‘What are they?’

. And somebody tells you, "I‘urtles don't you see‘?’ * They won

thar point.

€3
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Amlyzmg senteneer medning is. another useful sctivity for lin-
guistic awareness, Here an interesting way to proceed is to collect
riddles and analyze why they are funny. Children enjoy making

— their-own-riddle books-and exchanging .tHem with friends. The
solirce of humor in many riddles is linguistic and there is much to
.be gained in Iansuage awalefiess from this analysis. For -example,

. Solomon's temple? On the side of his head.” Or the ambiguous

the cows have horns.” Or there may be a pun involved:’

Milkman: Are you sure you wait twelve gallons of mitk?
Buyer: Yes, my doctor said that ] have to take a bath in milk.

. ; Milkman: Do you want it pasteurized? _
Buyer: No, only up to my nose.

L]

digresses, and the joke is on the listener: “Why do birds fly south
for the winter? Because it’s too far to walk.” This kind of riddle
is interesting to analyze because it requires-thinkingabout subtle-
_ ties of meaning and variations in sentence interpretation. This is

an excellent exercise in semantics.

There. are many ways for children to attend specifically to the
form of language, and thereby increase their sensitivity to language
structure. One sixth grader who had gone through a variety of

these so-called consciousness-raising activities over a period of

several months was asked to compare this work with his langiage

arts textbook. He answered that in his book he learned ne'y things,

like nouns and verbs. ‘“Where do you feel you learned more?”
“Here,” he. replied. “Why?” “Beceuse all this stuff makes you
thmk'”

* It is this kind of thinking, rather than mere facts of grammar,
that contributes to linguistic awareness, and ultimately to language
facihty .

i
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word may be in the answer: “Whynsabamsonolsy?l!ecauseall

Or the question may set up an expectahon ﬁ'om whwh the answer

there may be an ambiguous word in-the question: “Where was .
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= Carol Fisher
Univetsity of Qeorgia

Childten must leam to use larlguage effectively before leaming to’
¢ label words or sentenoes. o )

" Constructing sentences With avariety of language structuresshould .
be the focus of grammatical instruction for children.

Formal usage pattems have & place-in children’s range of chocces
To have an effective language atts program weshould decv:le ﬁrst
what children must know and should be able to do at a given stnge
of development. These decisions then become the focus for Jeam-
ing and teaching. I believe we want children who can describe a

- gpecial day so well that you almost feel you had been there. We

_ want children who can look at a leaf and say or write, “It’s dark

green with a fuzzy surface and has points on the edges.’”” Under-

lining green in a sentence with “‘green book” and labeling it adj.
for adjective is not important. Our goal is the ability to describe
~things, not to identify descriptive words. We want children like
fifth grader Benjamm Newland who can \ynte

" The Suntise

it slow’y ﬁses’ ) =
As if reluctant to come up ’ .
Tts first rays touch the Earth,

‘Fhen suddenly,

Everywhere is light.

" Does it matter whather he can tell that a sentence is compound or

complex, declarative or. mterrogatwe or exclamatory? His descrip-
tion, touchmg our memories of a special sunrise; seems much more

valuable than knowing that slowly and suddenly are adverbs ct

that touch is a trapsitive verb. -
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What is Grammar? S

The term grammar means different things fo ditferent people. It is
popularly used for the traditioral Latinate practice of identifying
parts of speech and choosing whether to say.*‘doesn’t” or *‘don’t,”.
. “was” or “were.” More recently in linguistic study, the word
" grammar has. been used for the various systems that describe how
our language operates, and the term wsage refers to the different
word-choices we select to use. If we make this distinction, our
concerns about children’s “grammar” arve centered mostly on
helping them adopt the more socially correct usage choices.. Label-
. ing sentences or words, whethet by parts of speech or form, and
~ working with rules for transforming or generating sentences does
- not help children meet our primary objective of being able to.form
mtemtlnc and varied sentences in speech or writing.

_ Developing Sentenee Constructlon Abihty

“There are several ways of helping chnldren develop skill in using

a variely of language structures in’both speech and writing. Any
of the ‘activities recommended in this publication to develop chil-
dren’s language will directly or indirectly help them to form more

varied and 'more complex kinds of language. There are also some
particular activities that work precisely on these abilities in sen-

tence construction, such as sentence expansion and sentence -
combination. . :
Expanding Sentences. The essential part of all activities involv-
ing sentence expansion is to help childrepn learn how to add new
information to their simple sentences. Instead of saying, “We went

. to the itore,” something could be added to tell which store: “We

" went to the new grocery store,” or how the trip was made: “We

"went to the store in my brother’s van,” or who else went along:

"“We went to the store with Tay two cousins.” All of these facts

could even be put together into: “We went to ‘the new grocery

* store in my brother’s van with my two cousins.”

" . Sentence expansion activitles may be done as an experience .
story, with a small group of children giving ideas and suggesting
ways of elaboriting on the original sentence, while the teacher =~
writes or prints the story for them—or the children may write -
their own additions. Sentence elaboration may also be done in a
game format; for example, a child adds to the sentence before
moving on a board game, or before making an X or O in a tlc-tac:

S
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toe gaine. Teams may compete to see which can'come up with an -

additional, further elaboration of the original, altemating unt:l
oneteamfaﬂstoﬂunkofsom::thmgelset«oadd
Sentence Combining. The second major way of helping chlldren

_ become more skilled in constructing various kinds of sentences is "

through sentence combinmg activities. Here children learn many
ways of putting together short, simple sentences. The sentence
usually involves preplanned practioe in which sentences of the
same kind are combined by using the same devicé or structure,
These exercises may be commercially produced or developed by
the teacher. For example:

"Combiné each of the pairs of sentences mto one sentence using

with.

1. The boy is late. Answer: The boy with red hair
The boy has red hair, is late. .

2. The dog ¥ mine. ) Answer: The dog with 2 bone
The dog has abone, is mine.

" Sentence combining activities can also be conducted in expeéri-

* encestory style, starting- with the children’s simple sentences
_describing something they’ve done, made, or observed. Typically
.this sentence combining activity is much less structured than

planned practice exeicises and it uses a variety of structures in-
steac of focusing on one kind of combination.

Both sentence expanding and sentence combining should relate
to children’s own writing so that they can actively use what they
learn. Group writing or composing is a particularly good way of
helping children learm the process of putting ideas into writing.
Here the teacher can list the children’s ideas, discuss and plan how
to combine and order them, talk about various ways of wording
the ideas, and then write them down. Thus the process of writing
is revealed.

Changing Language Usage Patterns L

We are defining usage as the choices people make among the
various ways of expressing their ideas. The selection depends on
the situation, the audience, and on whether the language is writ-
ten or oral. You might write a no as “I will be unable to attend .
because of pre\nous commitments,” but you might say this as,
“I'm sorry I can’i come. I've made other plans.” When describing
your classroom menace to the student’s mother, you might say,
“Lee still hds some difficulty with self-control.” To your prin-
cipal, you might say, “Lee is still causing real problems with the
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. "other chiildren,” and to your best friend, ““Lee’s driving me crazy.

No.matter what I do, he's still hitting and pushing the other kids.” -
There really iz no right or wrong wsage. Usage choices are either
sppropriste-for the situation or nét appropriate; the choices are
more or less formal, or more or less literate. Since children's lan-
mnﬂechtbehngummeyheuuboutthem.telﬁngchﬂdm
that “he don’t"-is wrong may present a conflict if that is what

* * .they Kear at home, Besides, it isn't really wrong, just inappropriate

n

for school. Thus, it is recommended that we help children accept
the langusge they hear at home and in their neighborthood and |
at the same time add to their range of choices. Teachers may do
this by first szlecting the usage items that seem to be the most
giaring—those that are the least socially acceptable. Then instead
of saying, “Don’t say ‘he don't.’ It's not right,” say, “In school
talk (or television talk) that would be ‘he doesn’t’.” Ask the chil-
dren to play roles in various situstions and have them change their
lanme—theirmm—toﬁt'thepemmﬂnyrephymg Rerind
them that. formal talks are a time for formal language. Read

. various materials to them so that they get a feel for how ideas are

expressed in writing. In a group, write down what the children
say, and then ask them to make the changes that would be made if -
the sayings were expressed in writing. Help children leamn to adapt

‘ thelrlmguue to the situation and to wceptﬂlehnmofﬂieﬂ

homes and families. -
Thuereoommendahonsmbasedonﬂaepnmnrygoalofhelp-
Ang children become more and moreadeptatusmglanm’l‘he
focmoftheenmelmguagempromg»shouldbeonhwmsme
children become truly skilled in expressing themselves, not on
making them good &l wlungabout language .

€8
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Part Two of this section presents three articles that focus oh the
dmlopment of writing ability. Leaniing about writen language
is seen as related but not identical to learning about spoken lan-"
guage. In the first article Bougere points out that learning to write
begins with -early scribblings, and early writing behavior closely
paraliels leaming to speak. She describes classroom practices that
can build on this early exploration and support { .rther develop-
- ment. The next two articles present two different perspectives on
‘fostering children’s writing ability in school settings. Groft con-
tends that while oral language development is important, growth
in the ability to communicate does not end there, Différences
between oral and written language dictate a'special focus on the
development of writing ability, Groff believes children can gain
fluency in written language by helping them master the mechanics.
-A slightly different_position is taken by Kantor. Allowingthat the
" development of oral Ianguage does not ensure skill in writing, he
. emphasizes its importance as an entry to writing and advocates
surrounding children’s vmtmg activities wnth much meanmgful
talk.

*y
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Marguerite-Bougere
Tulane University

Writing begins with children’s scribbles and develops throu‘gh
recognizable stages as children observe others.wio are writing,

N ptactice it themselves, and obtain helpful féedback.

Early writing experiences relate (o leaming to read as children
come to understand how Jetters vepresent sounds and are com:
bined to form words and whole utterances in & lett»to-right
sequence.

Twenty-elcht-month-old Avron waved a. scribbled sheet at his
mother and said, “That says ‘Stop!’”

Dougie, a five year old, presented his teacher with a drawing

. | randomly surrounded by letters and letteriike forms, saying: “Give

U~ it to your children and leam them it, because it says a lot of fings”

(Clay, p. 38).

Four-year-old Anne showed her nursery school teacher a draw-
ing, under which were written two wavy lines of letters and letier-
like seribbles. Saying she had written a story, she pointed to the
left side of the first line of print and “read”: ‘“Peter pecked into
the house. A bad ghost was inside. Petes scared the ghost away.
The end.” As she said “The end” Anne triumphantly jabbed the

- right-hand comer of the second line of print.
Avron, Dougie, and Anne had achieved the basic concept that

" writing conveys messages. Avron tried to reproduce a sign he and

his mother had just seen in the street. Dougie was confident that
his attempt at writing was-valuable, Anne unprowsed a story and
followed conventional lefi-to-right order in “reading” a message
that no one else could decipher.

All the children had a long way to go before they could produce
messages that were readable by others, but they were on the road
to literacy. Their spontaneous scribbling was an important first
step. And these children were fortunate indeed that the adults
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involved treated their approximations to writing with respect and
encouragement. ’

'me'negiming Stages 6f Writing

Research in early childhood leaming shows that ¢l idren can leam -
to write very much as they leamn to speak: through- observation,
_bractice, and informal corrective feedback. Babies begin to take an
interest in scribbling during the second year of life. When given a
“‘supportive environment for writing, and opportunities to scribble
freely, children normally progress through cbservable stages of
competency Gibson and Levin cite that the quality of scribbling
..  improves with practice, gradually becoming linear.rather than
= randomly placed on the paper or slate, “and including more and
more of the distinctive features of letters. . . .”” When young chil-
dren have letters and numbers available for copytng spontaneously, .
they “make attempts to copy them and improve with time with- .
out correction or adult guidance. The child recognizes the better -
matc¢h himself and gets satisfaction ﬁomhis improvement” (anson
and Levin, p. 551).
When a child comes to us with an early scribble, we often fail
to give it the acceptance that would encourage the child to grow
naturally and confidently toward greater competence. Although
parents and other adults talk to children and encourage them to
- respond long before they produce standard sentence forms, all
) too often, parents and preschool teachers either actively discour-
age scribbling or neglect to provide models and opportunities for
practice. They fail to see learning to write as a developmental
activity and are overly concemed with correctness.

*

Helpmg Preschoolers Grow into Wntmg

Writing materials such as pencils, craycns, felt-tipped pens, paper,
slates, chalk, should be readily available where young children can

get them on their own and use tiem. Books, alphabet sets, and the

like should be available as models, and adults should become
examples by writing themselves and occasionally joining in the
child’s writing games. They should encourage the child to dictate

notés to family -and friends, and treat the child’s scribbles.and .
approximations to writing with the same respect given to early -
attempts at verbal communication. Pressiire for adult standards .




Growing into Writing - T e

of accuirscy should not be spplied, any inore than it should be
when & child is beginning to talk, but support and active interest
should be given. . :

of efiviconment that helps writing growth in preschool years at
home. Drawing, painting, and scribbling are encouraged and
respected. As children develop, theé teacher daily gives guidance
and help to individuals in writing, captions, sentences, and brie?
. stories. The teacher can begin wriling instfuctions by teaching
children to write their own names in manus\;:ﬁpt, and by giving
group lessons on letter formation, along with individual work in
—— -—-helping children_produce messages_that_are meaningful to them.
Each child is given 'a notebook to write in daily, At furst, actual
writing is done by the teacher, at the child’s dictation: For exam-
ple, the child may draw something, and the teacher may write
the caption. Then the teacher begins to ask the child to trace over
. the caption or other dictated material. As childreq grow in confi-
* dence and desire to write on their own, the teacher prepares
material for copying. She writes down short dictations in well-
spaced manuscript. She allows plenty of room for the child’s
“early attempts to copy on lines below her model. No child is
required to write to the poirt of fatigue or frustration. Perhaps
a child may trace or copy only a word or two each day, while
building toward proficiency and stamina in writing activites.

Along with growing ease in copying comes the ability to begin.
writing independently, and the teacher encourages independence
by beginning sentences or stoties for the child to finish alone. As
tuller independence develops, the child may be given a personal
“writing and spelling dictionary”—that is, a small notebook with

_ each page headed by an alphabet letter—where the teacher can
write new or special words the child asks for while writing. Each
child’s story -is read and comménted upon by the teacher, and
individuals are encouraged to read their stories aloud or have the
teacher read them -during a group sharing period. Invented spell-

- ings are accepted by the teacher, who can use the written Work to .

" disgnose the child’s progress in phonics and_word identification
skills. Such ongoing diagnosis can help the teacher plan useful skill
work for group lessons in reading as well as in spelling and hand-

writing. As individuels become fluent writers, the teacher can help.

them work toward greater mastery of correct form by having them
cotrect and make clean copies of some of their writing for display
_or other special purposes. .

™~
oo
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~""In & dévelopmental program thie school provides the same kind..
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Early Writing des Rem‘lmg

The school beginner is in a sta.ge of intellectual development that
demands active involvement in Tearning activities. The production

- of messages in writing actwely aids leaming to read, asManeC]ay
(1972, pp. 61-62) points out:

The attention of eye and brain is direcved-to the elements of

letters, to letter sequences and to spatial concepts. The child who -
writes a simple” story is caught up in a process of synthesizing

words and sentences. This building-up process is an excellent N
complement to the visual analysis of the text in . .. reading ..

which is a breaking-down process. By these, two processes me .

child comes to understand the hierarchica) relationships of let- -

ters, words, and utterances. He also confirms that the left-to-right

constraint is appiied to lines of prini, to words within lines, ar‘d .
to letters within words. - ;

Some years ago a thoughtful student of mine called writing “a
neglected aspect of child development.” Today, solid support for
encouraging early writing comes from the stadies of scholars such
as Eleanor Gibson, Marie Clay, and Carol Chomsky, and from the
success of.early-education projects such as the High/Scope Educa-
tionial Research Foundation. We have evidence that suPportive
environmenis can be provided to foster children’s growth in
writing as part of their total intellectual, social, and physical
development.
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Patrick Groft - . -
. San Diego State University . ~
Skill in w;-ltten composltion. is not the inevitable and natural

result of oral language development. it requires specific practice -
- and instruetion.

To develop good Wwriters, “teachers must Provide motwation for
writing, Instruction in handwntins and spelling skills, construetive
responses (o compositions, and an audience for what children
write, . .

¥

There appears to be no indirect route to, the full development of
written composition skills. Skill in wntufg wilt not simply emerge

as a result of the natural development of oral language. Therefore,

teachers should not depend completely on their instruction in oral
langunge They need to consider som: appropriate, more direct
means-for developing writing.

Written domposltion skills must beg taught, as such, because
children’s ‘writing i3 a separate linguistic matter from their oral
langusge. These two means of expression differ in both structure
and manner of functioning. For example, writing does not repeat
the developmental stages of speech, /hnd learning to write is dif-
ferent from leaming to talk.

Furthermore, we know that written language is not simply a
recording -of oral language. Other /research raises even deeper
"~ doubts as to the very close and Lighly positive relationships be.
tween oral and written language that'some experts say exist. These
points remind us of the need to iden wy.uspemficallyasposmble
what teachers can do to influence children’s writing. Of the many
teaching activities that have been offered. four appear to have the
greatest validity.

The foremost recommendation é
vated if they are to write effectively. This comment is confirmed
by ali that is known of the psychiology of learning. The trouble is
that, in many schools, the circumstances do not encourage com-

71
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4

position, and children’s urges to writé are somewhat short-lived.
Each time they undertake a new writing task,, the teacher must
find fresh ways of shmulatmg their interests. While this is a re-
sponsibility of no small order, it is often’ passed over_or slighted
because of the demands of time and the limits of the teacher’s
ingenuity. Fortunately, there are now many books that give sug-
geitions for stimulating children’s writing. (Some of these are
included at the end of this article.) In these texts, ieachers can
find ways of exciting clnldren about an almost limitless vanety of
writing assignments.

-Opportunities for writing experiences are numerous in class-
rooms that have access to television, film, magazines, pictures,
manipulative materials, collections, and specimens of various
kinds. The classroom that gives the impression of a workshop or
laboratory is also a great stimulus for things to write about. Then, .

" the teacher who uses children’s expressed interests as a basis for

their writing wili find that they write more and more.

The second obligation of the teacher is o help children with the .
physical act of putting words down on paper. Recent research
shows that children’s control of the mechanics of writing relates

to the quality of what they write. One such study, from the Na-

“tional Assessment of Educational Progress, found that-children

who do weli with the basic mechanics of writing are also those
who write with the most ingenuity. While no cause and effect
relationship may be assumed, it may very well be that confidence
in the mechanics of writing releases chlldren to produce ongmal

. creative compositions.

What is true for handwriting can be extended to spellmg Many
children are unenthusiastic about composition unless they are
confident that they can spell most of the words they want to
write. The teacher .thus needs to conduct effective programs in
both handwriting and spelling.

There are several ways of helping reduce the difficulty of writ-
ing. Younger children may enjoy dictating their stories or other
kinds of writing to older children, parent volunteers, aides, or the
teacher. Knowledge of phonics helps the child write words. The
teacher who circulates among the students during the writing .
period to jot down spellings for children is wiser than the one
who directs them to the dictionary for this purpose. Teachers
can also make children’s writing easier by not being overly critical
about matters such as paragraphing, evenness of margins, the
niceties of punctuation, or proper word-division at the ends of
/

-
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lines. Teachers can accept children’s use of their own dialectical
puttems and usage without correcting them. Children find that
writing on every other line allows an open space for making

. corrections or revisions.

- A third important respons:b:hty of the teacher in the develop-
. ‘ment of children’s writing is to respond critically and construc-
, tvely to what they write. Putting grades on children’s papers

does not help them leam how to improve their writing. Instead,
. children need specific suggestions as to how some aspecis of their

writing can be improved, and about things they have done well.

Such critical suggestions are best made in an individual confer-
ence with the child-author. While it-is inappropriate to contrast
children’s writing with mature models, it is proper to use previous
writings of pupils as one confers with them. Accordingly, the
teacher can use checklists to ask of each successive writing by the

child: Has the content improved? Is it bett.c organized? Is there a

greater variety of vocabulary? Are the sentences more varied and

grammatical? Is it a more honest expression of the child’s person-
ality, status, and experiences? Does it exhibit a greater degree of
personal enthusiasm, ‘satisfaction, or gratification? Is it more
sensltn.'e to the needs of the argument, the narrative, or the andi.
ence for whom it i8 intended? Children should Be encouraged to

ask the same. questions about their own papers, and to “proof”’

them by reading sloud what they have written.

On the basis of the kinds of critical questions asked of children

about their writings, the teacher can propose increasingly more

changes in their writings as time passes. Negative criticism offered

in this manner does not discourage children. Sometimes thege
changes can be made by children directly onto the first copy by
-using the ‘‘spare line” tactic described eamrlier. At other times,
children imay see the need for a cleaner copy and will rewrite
- their paper. This is especially suitable when their compositions
ave collected and put into books, prepared for display, or taken
home. Teachers need to be sensitive as to how the child feels
sbout any particular piece of.writing. How well that child under-
stands the teacher’s suggestions for revision is of the greatest
importance.

A final consideration for teachers in developing children’s writ.
ing stall is the need_to find some kind of audience for the wntmg
Childlren need recognition from classmates, from other children in
their school, and from parents and other adults. This sharing can
take the form of classroom or school displays of their written
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work. Their compositions can be copied into “books’ for other
.~ classes or parents to read. A class can produce a literary magazine
L oF an occasional booklet of their writings. Also, children’s written
: products, like those of adult writers, can be read, talked -about, .
and analyzed for literary merit. In these ways, childrenyeceive
feedback about their work as writers. They leam what succeeds
and what needs improvement. Having others read what children
write gives them added purpose and motivation for more writing.
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. Kenneth J. Kantor
. Universit}' of Georgia-

Developing chitdren’s oral language will not ensure skill in wnt
ing, but it may enhance the growth of writing abitity.

Instzuction in writing at beginning levels should aim at extending
the fluency, personal voice, and sense of audierice alread)l mltlated
in oral language expression.

Recently a number of language researchers have been looking at
relatlonshnps between talking and writing and have noted some

important differences between the two. In speech, for example,

we usually receive immediate response to what we’re saying,
wheress in writing we often must imagine our audience and try
to anticipate their reactions. Also, the written word usually in-
volves more of 2 commitinent, 50 we tend to be more concemed
with “getting it right”’ than when we are speaking. These differ.
ences and others have led someé educators to conclude that teach-

" ing writing requires methods that are quite distinct from those_

used in teaching oral language.

We ought not assume, however, that children’s speaking ablhtles. ,

are of little value in helping them learn to write. While we cannot
depend solely on oral language instruction for teaching writing as
well, we should take advantage of the many opportunities which
talk provides for entries into writing experiences. In other words,

the child’s skill in speaking is a key that can unlock the front door _

of the writing house, even though it may not unlock all doors
within the house. As Nancy Martin (1976) and her associates
reveal, talk enables us to communicate basic needs, estab'ish and
maintain relationships with others, develop our own identities,
understand how and why things happen as they do; predict what
will happen in new situations, and simply have fun. All of these

traits are true of writing as well; and to the extent that they have

been developed through oral Iangunge “they will eﬁhance the
growth of wntmg “ability.

7%
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In fact, some of the key terms we nse to descnbe effective

writing have their basis in oral expression. One of these is fluency.. .
" or the ahility to write smoothly and at times even effortlessly.
This fluency or language flow develops mostly as a result of nu-
merous and varied opportunites for talk, especially informal
conversation-and-discussion—A-second-important-factor is personcf—-———-
voice, or the extent to which_the writer “‘speaks” to his or her
audience as one human being who has something to say ‘to an.
_other. Personal voice is revealed by traits such as honesty, clarity,
and simplicity; writers seek to share something with their readers
rather than trying to impress them with any particular knowledge

or skill. Again, children find their own voices primarily through
- good experiences in speaking. Finally, we often refer to good

. writers as having a sense of qudience. They form an image of what
their readers will understand and enjoy, and thus make sound
judgments as to the content, organization, and style that will -
appeal to' those readers. And what hetter chance for children-to .
dévelop this audience awareness than in talking with each other o
and with trusted adults?

Spec:fically, talkmg serves as an important prewriting actmt:y,
as a procedure for helping children generate ideas before they
write. This brainstorming process can-help children up to

.the writing task, as they develop the raw matetial for thejr writing. -
One teacher {and writer) who uses this method efféctively is
Barbara Esbensen (1975) as she asks a series of questions to draw
out children’s images and ideas on a subject (the city, the seasons,

" animals} and then records children’s responses in clusters on the
chalkboard to guide them toward producing vivid and imaginative
poetry. The many excellent examples of children’s poems cited
in her book A Celebration of Bees illustrate the success of her pre-
writing method—the value of talking hefore writing. At the same s
time we ought to recognize the warning of Phillip-Lopate (1978), -
another teacher and poet, that we should avoid so-called overkill
in- prewntlng “discussion. Sometimes such a discussion generates
s0 much’ excitement that the writing seems anticlimactic to chil-
dren; the ‘writing task may then seem more like drudgery than a
pleasurable activity. Teachers need to ‘make careful judgments

_ as to_how much talk is enough to prcvide motivation and ideas

. for writing, but not so much as to diminish their students’ interest.
i Given the usefulness of talk as an entry into writing, we still
face the question of whether children can write effectively if they
haven’t mastered the mechanical skills of handwriting, spelling, and
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punctuation. My opinion is that while these skills are certainly

_ helpful for beginning writing, they are not, crucial. Children can

write .with some degree of fluency, if not ‘mechanical accuracy,
as early as the preschoo! years. Many children may feel self-
conscious about mechanics, especially spelling, because parents

—. QL Yeachers place undue emphasis on those narrower skills, Worry-.

ing about spelling or punctuation may even interrupt the flow of
their language, and children can thereby lose a good image or idea

"or phrasing. If we can cause children simply to produce as much

written language as possible without their being preoccupied with
mechanics, we can help them develop the fluency necessary<q feel
comfortable and confident with writing.

Fluency requires our giving children many opportunities for

" writing_practice, especmlly of the so-called free-wniing kind in

which they record thoughts as quickly as they come into their
minds, and establish a rhythm and flow of writing. The purpose
of frequent writing practice is to make writing seem almost as
natural as talking. Once some ease and confidence are establisheéd,
we can help children with those mechanical aspects of writing
that shape and refine the product and make it more effective.
It’s not that mechanics are unimportant, but that fluency must
come first. In tum, fluent writing provides a real reason to learn
to spell, capitalize, and punctuate.

Direct personal experiences provide the best source of material
for children’s writing and they enable them to speak and write
in their own voices. We should. eficourage children to write about
baseball or litile sisters or favorite songs or places or about going

_ fishing or making néw friends or anything else they have some.

thing to say aboiit. And in respecting the values of these experi-
ences, we should respond positively to children’s expressions of
thought and feeling that touch chords in our own experience.
Finally, .we should help children develop a sense of audience
through sharing their writing with others, especially with each
other. Writing only to a teacher audience leads to undue concem
with produclng what the teacher wants, and too little with- ‘ex-
pressing onp’s own thoughts honestly and directly. A more impor-

-

_tant role for the teacher is that of guiding small groups of students .

o children:

in shanng heir wntmg and responding to each other. In this way,
égin to acql.m'e an awareness of the effects their wntmg’
may have 9n various audiences.

Elements of good writing thus have important pa.rallels, m oral‘-
language™ that can be extended and applied to writing. As we en-
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courage children to express ideas with ﬂuency personal voice,
mdmofaudmnce,mmﬂwefomrﬂnirmwﬂainwnhng
ability.

AN
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Part Three: Developmg
Readmg Abilities

- . Learning about langusge is part of learning about the world. As
- children have experiences with written language—listening to
stories, watching others write, ndticing signs and symbols in .
the environment, and experimenting with reading—they develop
concepts that have significance for developing reading abilities,
. Part Three presents a series of articles that explore various aspects
.of how children learn to read. Goodman examines the beginnings
of reading and presents the resuls of research in young children’s
awareness of print in the environment. Pinnell's-article describes
- how children become sensitive to the pattems and characteris-
tics of written language as they have experiences with books.
Smith explores the relationship between children's knowledge
of the structure of language and their facilily in reading compre-
hension. He-focuses on the reader’s knowledge of vocabulary and
‘syntactic structures. Taking a different view, Terry cautions
- against teaching skilis in isolation, and advocates giving children
many opportunities to read books as the primary concem of the
. mdmg teacher.




. Yetts Goodman
. University of Arizona

" Bess Altwerger
: Umversnty of New Mexico'

Preschoolers alleady know a great deal about print and many are
able to “read™ the words they encounter in famiiiar situations.

Isolating the components of, written language by presenting let-
ters, words, and ph-asés out of a real context makes reading an
abstract and dlf!’ cult: task.

An enmonment that is tich in experiences with books, magazines,
and olher prinied matter, and the writing of stories and personal
tetters provide the encounteérs with written Iang‘uage from which
children leam to mad

On any day of the week in New York. Clty, Detroit, Chicago,
Tucson, or Los Angeles, it is easy to find a five.year-old reaching
across the deli.counter to pay for the items on the grocery list,
. or a nipe-ysar-old explaining to her three-year-old brother that
they must wait until that sign says walk before they may cross
the street, or a preschool-age consumer sneaking a box of Count

Chocula cereal into the shoppmg catt while Mom isn’t looking. -

Behind apartment doors, one can find a five-year-old choosing a
can of tuna for lunch while Mom’s at work, or a toddler watching
the words fly across the television screen during commercials for
hours on end; or a httle boy who is cuddling.up to Grandma for a
bedtime story.

What all these fam:har scenes have in common is thgt the chzl-
dren are involved with and using written language within meaning-
ful and functional settmgs They know that print communicates—
that it “says” something, that it’s supposed to make sense, and
even that it’s sequenced from left to right. Children have learned
this because in our society they and all of us are surrounded by

b
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print. It has become a necessary part of our communication sys-
tem, and children as well as adults interact with it almost every
day of their lives. Nobody has to teach preschoclers what they -
learn about print before entering kindergarten, just as nobody has ~
to teach them how to speak and understand oral language. Chil-
dren are masters at making sense of their world, and today written
language is a vital part of that woﬁd for most cl-uldren in the
. United States.

T Over the years, articles and books on begmmng readmg have

o suggested -that some children learn to read before entering school.
- Delores Durkin {1966) reported an important retrospective study

o of children who read before beginning school, but in most cases,
children such as these are regarded as unusual. It is generally as-
sumed that most children, especially those living in urban inner-
city environments or from lower socioeconomic backgrounds,
cannot read or meaningfully mteract with print before they are

. taught in school.

- Since 1973, both formal and informa® studies have been con-

y ducted in Arizona, Michigan, Indiana, and Ontario to determine
preschoolers’ awareness of print in then; environment and in
books, their concepts of reading and writing, and their writing
ability (Goodman and Cox, 1978; Goodman and Goodman, 1979).
The children in these studies were two to five years old and repre-

~_sented a variety of ethnic, linguistic, and socioeconomic back-
grounds. Awareness of environmental print was determined by
asking the children to respond to print such as that on food and
household product labels, street signs, and store signs. In some
cases the actual sign or box was nsed. Later the print became less
and less contextualized, as the first task consisted of print accom-

- panied by pictures and symbols, the second included. only the
stylized logo, an@ the third consisted only of the words in black-
and-white manuscript form. The children were asked “What does

" this say?” and ‘‘Show me where it says that.”

" The purpose of this paper is not to present detaxled statlst:lcal
analyses from the research, but rather to discuss general findings
concerning what children know>about written language by the
time they come to school and to suggest what this means for
classroom instruction. -

The most important finding is ihat preschoolers are able to
react meaningfully to print in their environment. Most very yotng
children can tell what a stop sign says even when they see only a
picture of one. Childrer. develop an awareness thai print has
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g directionality. When a child is looking at a cereal box and responds

" sppropristely with “That says Cheerios,” often ‘the child will
‘point to the print, moving a finger along the row of letters. Most _
children will respond in a functional way to the prini they are -
familiar with. “I brush my teeth with that,” a four year old might
say while p‘ointing to C-R-E-S-T, or “That says buy cars” in
response to a picture of a large automobile while pointing to a
small Jogo of a nationally known automoblle in the upper left-
 hand corer,

\_’oung children mske a functional or appropriate response to .

. print seen within a familiar context bt when the context is un- .
familiar, trying to decipher it-is treated as a strange task, Chiidren ~
who are three, four, or five years old, for example, are good at
Jesponding to Crest when it is printed in the familiar blue letters
on the toothpaste box, but when they are shown Crest printed in
manuscript on a white card, the response indicates that what they

- see is unrelated letters or nonsense. The print on the card has no
meaning for them. Some children respond by saying ‘I can’t read”
-while others act bored and want to get away from the activity:
Another importar: finding is that preschool children seem to be
+ * more aware of the function of print on objects in their environ-
ment than they are of the function of print in books. Children
who are very comfortable with responding appropriately to
familiar print in thoir environment may not know, when being
read to, that the print in books is what tells the story. Often when
asked ““Show me where I am reading” the child will respond by
pointing to the illustrations on the picture page. When asked what
" the print is on the page, they may say “letters,” “words,” or
“numbers” as if it had nothing ¢o do with the reading. It seems,
however, that children who have had much experience in being
read to in an intimate, one-to-one setting are more aware of the "~
function of print in books than those who have been read to in

. large group situations or not at all.

Children develnp concepts and knowledge about the world
through their interaction with the things that are part of their
surroundings, Thus, when written language, books, magazines,

- personal letters, are part of their world, children develop concepts
" and knowledge about written language.

Based on these considerations, we must raise serious questlons
about the concept of so-called reading readiness as it is applied in
most schools. Programs ‘around the country are aimed at “getting
a child ready® to read. Although the child has already begun fo
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otganize concepts about what print is and how it is used by inter-
acting with it in meaningful and functional setlings, reading
readiness programs may present letters, words,-and phrases out
. of linguistic and situational contexis aid tell children that this is
what reading is all #bout. Interaction’ with books, pencils, news-
papers, personal letters, and the like, is often delayed until the
child doés something that is assumed to be prerequisite to reading..
The children we have studied and worked with have received no
»  formal instruction, yet they have begun to read. Reading may be
its own readiness. Rich experiences with books, magazines, signs
.and symbols in the environment, and with writing stories and
personal letters may be the envivonment in which not only réadi-
ness occuys but reading begins to develop. Children learn language
by interacting with it in meaningful contexts and through using it
to communicate in socisl settings. Language use—both oral and
- written—can be its owa tcacher. ‘

What can the classroom teacher de to encourage and extend
what children already know’about written language upon entering .
school? The teacher must not confuse them! Children expect
written language to make sense and to be a part of meaningful
situations. Setting up a literate classroom environment, in which
written language is 8 means of communication and not an end in
itself, will nurture the common-sense notions aboui print that
children bring to school.

Teachers should encourage children to use their knowledge of
print when drawing or construcling models of their neighbor-
hoods, playing in the classroom play store or house, shopping,
reading labels, and following directions for a cooking project.
Children can write notés to send through the classroom mailbox,

> write captions explaining their art work, or keep a diary or journal.
" In some cases children might dictate their stories {o the teacher,
but in general, the writing process should develop on its own.

Our research suggests that children need first-hand, individual ot _
small-group experiences with books. Books should be read to the
children to show them where the story is coming from. They .

. should Teaf through books on their own, and become familiar with
- /how books work. And of course, one of the best ways for children
~" 4o learn about books is for them to become authots themselves. :
- . Most -importantly, written language must be presented to -the
R children as a whole, meaningful communication system. Fragment-
ing and isolating components of written language makes reading
an abstract and difficult task.

i
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We need further research on children's developing awareneas of
o print. This can be done in both informal and formal settings.
- Teachers in the classroom can observe children as they respond to
" print in their environment (Goodman, 1978). What do children
think is written on certain offices or cabinets in the school? Ona
- walk sround the school yard, what do the signs along the curb or
'_»*,' __at the school entrance say? When children are looking through
books, magazines, or newspapers, how do'they show the degree of

- gheirawarensss of the function and purpnse of these materials?
It's time - for teachers to learn from the children, watch what
7 _'they do a8 they interact with print, encourage their inquiry, and
“~ " yespect and extend all of the experiences and knowledge about

written language that children bring to the classroom.
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_ Developmg the Awareness of
~ Book Language

" Gay Su Pinneli :
Ohio Sta.te Department of Education

Learning to read involves leunlng that written ls.ng‘uage is diﬂer—
ent from spoken language.

As children have many experiences with. different kinds ofwritten

Tanguage, they become move sensltive to the features.of written

language—the. language of books.
Many children pretend to “read” stories that they have heard
before. Sometimes, if the story is very familiar, they «lmost “read”’
it word for word. As they read in this way, they reveal their
understanding of some ways in which the language of stories is
different from the language of everyday talk. And learning about
book language is an important part of learning to read mdepen-
dently, material that is unfamiliar.

As children hear_stories read aloud they sometimes repeat
words or phrases as they respond to particular patterns of lan-
guage, During a reading of “The Three Bears” you will often
hear children saying the “Who’s been sleeping in my bed?"” part,
Or young children may repeat phrases such as “good night, house;
" good night, mouse” afier a few readings of Goodnight Moon by
Margaret Wise Brown. They can describe details in pictures or a
sequence of events, such as those in Rosie’s Walk by Hutchins.
We often hear children chiming in on the *‘once upon a time” or
“and they all liyed happily ever after” pasts of a story. Three.ysar-
old Jenny was fascinated by the “Plop!’’ when a pile of snow was

dumped on Peter’s head jn The Snowy Day. She requested the !

story often, and when her mother came to that page, she would
slap her head with her hang, shouting “Plop!”
As children have more experience with books and stories they

- begin to develop notions of what a“‘story” is, and of structure, and

pattems not normally used in their spoken lenguage. They become
more sensitive to repetition and to sounds of words. Parents and
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pmchool teachers offen notice young childnen ‘reading” a book .
by lcoking at the pictures, carefully turmng the pages, and mvent- -
ing their own stories to express the meaning they find. | :

The invented steries are likely to describe actions or details in
" pictures; and-if they've heard the story frequently, the children

may repeat specific words or phrases from the actual text of —

Observing and Listening to Children

Five-year-cld Jenny (the “Plop” fan) has had a rich background:of
experience with books. Observing her behavior and listening to,her
retelling of a svory can reveal much about her growing awarenéss
of book language. .

* She loves the 'story Where the Wild Things Are by Maur;ce
Sendak. She has heard it many times. After one such re-reading’
her mother asked Jenny to “read” the story. Jenny’s invented
version began with “Once upon a time,” indicating that she hdd” -
heard many stories and was comfortable using a standard dm‘%;e -
for starting them. Jenny went on to descnbe details in the pic- "

. tures, using her own everyday language: = ! -

Text: The night Max wore hjs
wolf suit and made mischlef
of one kind end another his
mother called him “WILD
THING” and_Max said, “I'LL
EAT YOU UP!” s0 he was sent
to bed without eating anything.

Jenny: Once upon a time there

was a little boy named Max, He

was hanging on a rope, tied. -
His room was a mess. Max
made ‘& picture. It was a pic-
ture of a monster. It says by
Max, and there was steps and
there was a dog

AsJennymovedmrthermtothestory she begn to.display an . |
increased sense of drama and audience. In several instances she R
used the actual language of the text: ’ )

Text: . . . sailed off throngh Jenay: And then Max said,

night and day and in and out
of weeks and almost over

year to where the wild
are,

“Well, I think I'l take my
boat.’ The wild things said
{hesitation) and in, out of
weeks and over, over a year to
where the' wild things "are.
And then Max said to the witd
things, “I hate you!”

ently Jenny displayed awareness of the pattems of language
in.the story. and used them in new ways:

L]
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At one point in the story Jenny seemed to produce a sequence
that sounded like the text rather than one that had meaning for

her:

Lanyuage Growth in Educational Environments

Text: . . . roared their terrible
roars and gnashed their terrible
teeth and rolled their terrible

eyes and showed their terrible .

ctaws til Max said, “BE STILL.”

.

Text: . . . over & year and in
and out of weeks and through
a day and into the night of his
own room where he found his
supper waiting for him and it
was still hot.

&

-
LN

Jenny: They roared their ter-
rible roars. They stompéd their
terrible feet. They blinked
their eyes at them elghtytimes
. . . and then he said, “Well, I
think I't crunch my terribie
teeth! I'm gonna eat you up!”

Jenny: . .. and sailed back over
a year without of weeks and
throughout the day. Into the
night of his vety own room
where he found his supper
waiting' for him and he was

happy and it was still hot.

Jenny ended her story exactly as did the author. The last phrase,
“, . . and it was still hot,” is one that had special meaning for her
and is frequently repeated verbatim by children.

Jenny was also recorded while retelling a story she had just
heard for the first time. Her mother read In the Rabbiigarden by
Leo Lionni and then asked Jenny to tell the story as she looked
through ‘the book. As before, Jenny began by describing detaﬂs

_in the pictures:

Jenny: There weze two rabbits together and one big one. One had
black-eyes with a brown circle. One had brown eyes with a brown
circle. And one had hrown eyes with a pink circle. Then the
orange one with the black circle and the black one with the black
circle went off te took for carrols.

Compared with the previous story, however, fewer segments of the
retelling were simiiar to the fext.

: Careful examination of Jenny’s story retellmg can reveal much
about her awareness of the featutes of written language. She can
“talk Rke a book,” an ability {hat Marie Clay (1972) describes as
an important step in leatning to read. She has notions of sequence,
story construction, and ihe pattems and structures of written
language. Above all, she is intevacting with written language in a
way that is meaningful to her. Jenny expects to be able to read
independently soon, and she expects to get meaning from what
she reads. She is beginning o leam to read by makmg full use of -
her knowledge of language.

4
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Leaming about Book ngunge S

. Anydiscumon ofreadmgorleammgtoread must be based on the
* . notion that written language is first and foremost language. When
" children Jearn to read and write, they ave learning about language,

_[;hey are learning a-particular use of language. Children who have -~

* " ""many experiences with wnttenlanguagesoonleam that “our use
. of the language when we speak differs from our use in written
form” (Clay, 1972). All children, whatever dialect or variety of
language they speak in their homes, must become aware of the
differences between spoken language and booTt langusge. Like
knowledge of spoken langusge, knowledge of book language is
_ developed ag children experience it, respond to it, and try to use iv
- in their daily lives.

Children are surrourided by a_world of written larguage. They
see. in their environments a variety of written language-signs,
advertisements, newspapers, books, and so on—which they try to
make sense of and to use., As young children have experiences
with books, they become aware of the features of the written
language they encounter. They bring to the reading situation
everything they know about language and they learn néw patterns
and meanings as they gain experience.

. Observing and listening ¢o children as they respond to written
‘language can help parents and teachers become sensitive to chil-
dren’s knowledge of book language. We can often learn more
through informal interactions with children than we can through
so-called readiness tests or formal diagnostic procedures. Some
fruitful activities for gathering emdence of awareness of book
language are: -

Read a story to a child and then ask the child to “read” or

tell the story while looking at the pages.

Record the language and listen to it again. Try doing this

_“once a week for three or four weeks. ,

Obsérve children as they dramatlze a story that has been
. read to them. :
- Examine children’s dictated stones for evidence of book
- language.
Read a story that chﬂdren have prevxously heard. At some

pnmt ask them to try to predict what the next page will say.
o8 careful not to overdo this and ruin the story.)

4
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- sExtend stories through activities such as painting, clay, or
collag&. and listen as children talk while they work.

T r

'Helpmg Children Grov’ in Langnage

It is important to remember that awareness of book language is
developed through experiences with written language. Jenny had
many opportunities to hear stories, and her favorite ones were
read ovet and over to her. Not all children may ‘have so much
literary input. For all children, the school situation should offer
many opportunities for experiences with written language. Read-
ing stories aloud to children, among many other benefits, makes
the patterns of written language available for their use and helps
build knowledge of book language. Children should be encour-
aged to take booiis homa for their parents, other adults, or older
brothers and sisters to read to them.

“Children need to hear a variety of written language They need

. to hear stories and other written materials that use language simi-
lar to thieir spoken language; they also need exposure to written
language that differs from their spoken language. They need stories
that offer description and dialogue, and they need to hear the
language of fairy tales and fantasy. Stories with repetition of
‘words and phrases—not tue stilted language of some basal readers,
but that which occurs naturally as part of storytelling—are espe-

_ cially helpful to the youngster who is just becoming acquainted
with book e.

Children need everyday experiences with all kinds of books.
They leamm best in a stimulating but informal atmosphere. Above
all, they need the presence of a sensitive adult who can enjoy
books with them and can make book language and the,meanings
inherent in written language readily available. Browsing through
books, hearing stories read aloud, tatking, tel]mg stories (perhaps
having them written down), and encountering new and interesting
ceatures of written language—all provide a curriculum for develop- *
ing children’s awareness of the language of books.

Yo
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Language Avyafeﬁess and
' Reading Comprehension

William Smith .
University of Pittsburgh ’

Reading comprehension is related to the reader’s knowledge of
the vocabulaty and syntactic strictures used in the materjal.

Children can leam new words and struciures through reading if
the relationship hetween the two is cmmlly conirolled,

Reading is too often viewed as just something to be taught or as

" a way of testing achievement. Indeed, we are responsible for teach-

ing reading in schools and it is one way of assessment, but those
are not the most. important reasons for including reading in the
curricalum. Reading is a means by which.children and adults can
learn new ideas. At the same time, reading is highly related to

" children’s kr.owledge of the meaning and structure of language and

it is a valuable todl for enxiching language ‘development

Before children Jearn to read, they already hqve acquired most
of the basic syntactic rules of the language and they have learned
a considerable number of words. As they deve'p reading abilities,
they must learn to combine language structures with ease and to
use them in varied ways. How much they will comprehend de.

. pends partly on their working vocabulary and on the language

structures-and patterns they are able to use effectively.

‘The single most importent variable in reading comprehension, as
assessed by most commonly used measures, is the students’ know]-
edge of the meanings of words in the material being read—their
basic knowledge of vocabulary. As students mature, their know!-
edge of vocabulary increases in two ways. First, new words are
learned through interaction with other speakers, from school] in
general, and from reading, The first meanings attached to these
new words are ususlly limited to denotations and are only approx-
imations of what adults know about the words. Indeed, applying

these first, limited meanings may sometimes actually restrict the

students’ comprehension at the literal level.

92 " N ) . &

34

"




— Banguage Ammmauadh}mmémm 93

After new words are leamned, children must.learn 8ddihoqal
meanings and shades of meaning for each word. As children en-
counter & word more often, they are forced to Jeam its connota-
tions as well as denotations; they leam how the word can be used
in new contexts. These  additional meanings are crucial to the
students’ ability te comprehend on the inference level.

The leamning process is actually somewhat cyclical; the move
words a reader knows, the more words-that reader can infer from
the context about words that are unknown. If a student is asked
- to read & passage in which there are a number of unknown words,
comprehension is seriously impeded. If only one or two words are
unknown, the meanings can at least partially be inferred from the
context. 1t haglong been observed that students can read ata level
that seems to surpass their ability {o write or spe.k. Actually, stu-
dents may be unable to enunciate specifically all words on a page,
but they .any be able to handle reading material that is *“rich in
context'—that is, containing many words that have meaning for
the. stadent. Whery attempting to read materials that are rich in
context, students are able to guess at the meanings of unknown
words or even “read around” those words without senously de-
Lredsing comprehension. .

Knowledge of the structures and patterns of language is also
- related to understanding and using context to gain meaning from

- reading. Familiarity with the syntax of the language in the mate-
rial being read is an important factor in whether the reader can use
context effectively. We have ample evidence that a3 students
mature, they are able to read and comprehend incregsingly more
complex sentences. 1t seems that readers in the early grades under-
stand what they are reading more easily if the material contains
- language with structures consistent with their own talk. At the
beginning levels, students seem to road each sentence ss if it were.
the entire passage and they have some difficulty in processing
large amounts of verbal material at'once. Structures in the speech
and writing of young children are not as complex as those of older
children and adults. Sentences are often linked with and or.and
then, for example, “I went downtown, and I bought a toy car, -
and it was a Corveite, and thenI took it home, and theh I showed

it to my friend Bobby."-
" Using reading material with sunple language structuresi increases
comprehension for beginning readers, but it also creates a problem
which can decrease comprehension. As mentioned above, context
is very important for. detennmmg the basic meanmg of an un-
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knéwn word .and for elaboratmg the meaning of a knowvn word.

; Because young readers sometimes tire and frustrate quickly, length

- of passages they are asked to read is often limited. Consequently,
the simple sentences typically found in repders deslg_ned for begin-
ners are lacking in the context necessary to guess at meaning. )
i The delicate issue, then, is: How complex should the sentence’
be?.The issue is resolvéd by determining the purpose of reading.
H we want students to read with high’ accuracy and essy compre-
hension, then simple (but natural) sentences are best, and materials
should“be generally consistent with the language which students
_ speak- or write. However, if we want children to leam new ideas
from the reading, then sentences must be made more complex (by
»3ding adjectives, adverbs, and clauses), to enlarge the context
*and provide sufﬁcxent information for the student to guess at
unknowr words.

Thus, ° general ‘pattem emerges As students grow in their,
ability & ‘ead, theif vocabulary-incresses as does their ability to
compreh. 1 more complex structures.” When using reading as a
means of iearning new information or as & medng of testing, it is
extremely important that the teacher know the language develap-
ment level of each child. While we know thaf young children read

' ,snmple sentences best, we also know that more advanced students
“may actually have trouble reading sentences that are too simple.
These students expect sentences to be complex and have learned
how o interrelate the sentences. Therefore, if the syntax does not
fit their expectations, they are forced fo slow down. In effect,
they must rewrite the sentences in their heads whiie they read.

This slowing down rot only creates buoredom, it often causes a -

- lack of attention; the untaxed mind wanders. Consequently, these

students may not coraprehend well and their learning is limited. -

The implicat.on of this research on the effect of language on
reading comprehension is that we are dealing with a two-edged

sword. The stage of the child’s language development is related to .

how much of the material will be understood at both literal and
inferential levels. Further, language development will affect the
efficiency (speed as well as comprehénsion) of reading. The other
edge of the sword is pedagogical. We know that both vocabulary

" and syntax can affect comprehension, and we know that intro-

ducing too much of the unknown mtqmdmg material will create
insurmountable difficulties. By carefully controlling one factor,
. we can increase the difficully of the other, thus allowing the
stuclent to gain in knowledge vnthout creating frustration or
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boredom. As a consequence, reading becomes a systematic tool
for acquiring and developing language, and this new linguistic
ability allows us to continue the cycle.
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What is the primary function of a reading teacher? Pretend you are
answering this question as part of a survey and select one of the
following:

1. to ensure that children are competent users of word analysis

2. to offer a program in which comprehensxon skills are mastered
3. to provide children with many opporiunities to read books
4. %o teach children to read for information and to solve prob-

If you think that the acquisition of gkills is most important in

Learning to Read
through Literature

C. Ann Terry
University of Houston

Reading instruction is most effective when children are allowed
and encouraged {o learn by actually reading books.

Reading books aloud, using books as springboards o other activi-
ties, and encouraging children {0 read independently are com-
ponents of an instructional program that emphasizes wide readmg
and exposure to boolks.

strategies

lems

learning to read, you probably chose numbers 1 or 2; however,
if you believe that children learn to read by reading, you more
than likely selected item number 3. In a similar survey, thirty
reading teachers were asked %o respond %o the same Question.
Given the same four choices, none of the teachers in the sample
chose item number 3 as being the most important function of a
reading teacher.

Yet, according to many recognized authorities in reading today,

“children learn to read only by reading” (Smith, 1973, p. 195)
and instruction can not and should not occur separately from
reading books. In essence, teaching reading skills in isolation, apart
from books, is like teaching children fo swim while out of the
water.
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This viewpoint is substantiated by significant research. Bam-
berger (1976, p. 61), in an attempt to discover why some children
read and others do not, studied a variety of reading situations. An
examination of the results showed clearly that the exceptional
classes whete the children read well and extensively were not those
in which the teacher concentrated on reading skills. Rather, they
were classes in which the main object was to develop joy in read-
ing through acquaintance with books from the very beginning of
reading instruction. Bamberger concluded (p. 63): “Education in
reading used to have the book as its goal; today the book is more
than a goal, it is the means to an end.”

Findings from another significant study (Durkin, 1966) suggest
that children who learn to read early have been read to frequently.
A parent or an older child has answered their questions concerning
the material read. The children involved in Durkin’s study fre-
quently saw adults reading, and reading was considered a pleasur-
able activity in their homes. Larrick (1975, p. 15) suramarizes the
implications of this research: “The two important ways to culti-
vate a child’s readiness for reading are (1) to develop each child’s
aptitude for reading through rich experience with oral language
and (2) to create eagerness to read through continuing pleasure
in books.”

If a teacher believes that children leam to read through con-
tact with literature, how can an instructional program be planned
that emphasizes wide reading and exposure {0 books? One success:
ful method is to organize a literature-based reading program, which
can be described as having three basic components: (1) reading
books aloud; (2) using books as springboards to a variety of
writing, reading, listening, and language expetiences; and (3) en-
couraging children {o read independently.

Reading Books Aloud. Research has shown that throughout the
elementary grades, children profit from hearing books read aloud.
For example, Cohen (1968) found that second graders who were
identified as slow readers benefited from a year-long read-aloud
program. Teachers read stories to children and then engaged them
in a variety of activities such as dramatizations, book discussions,
and art projects. At the end of the year, work knowledge, quality
of vocabulary, and reading comprehension of the children in the
experimental classes increased significantly over the control group
classes. Here are some suggestions for teachers who are planning a
read-aloud program:
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Establish a specific time each day for rezding books or poems
aloud.

Try to select books or poems that will be interesting to both
boys and girls.

When choosing books to read aloud, consider the language of
the story. Is is creative and enjoyable to hear? Is the book
well written? Does the story flow smoothly for reading
aloud?

1f the reading is for younger children, consider the size and
quality of the iltustrations when selecting books.

If a book lends itself to discussion, make time to talk about
it. Conversations about books help children develop and
clarify concepts, broaden their experience, and extend their
knowledge of words.

Using Books as Springboards. Books can be used to initiate a
variety of arts experiences that will contribute to children’s growth
in reading. For example, dramatic activities inspired by books such
as Sam or Alexander and the Terrible, Horrible, No Good, Very
Bad Day are enjoyable and offer children beneficial language and
reading experiences. Both of these stories provide excellent mate-
rial for role playing in the classroom. Books can also mofivate
children to write—and read and share their creative products.
Wordless books, such as the Alfigator’s Toothache, Ah-Choo, or
A Birthday Wish, provide opportunities for children to write and
then read their own taxts. Older students might write and share
continuing episodes for books such as Julie of the Wolves, Island
of the Blue Dolphins, Call It Courage, A Wrinkle in Time, ox Sing
Doun the Moon. Books can also initiate listening experiences. For
example, children can record familiar folktales on cassette tape.
The Three Bears might be retold from Goldilocks's point of view
or The Three Billy Goats Gruff might become a modernized twen-
tieth century tale recorded cn cassette tape for other students in
the class to hear.

Encouraging Independent Reading. If children are to read
widely, many different kinds of books should be available within
the classroom. In addition to a variety of books, special children’s
periodicals such as Cricket and National Geographic World are a
valuable part of the classroom collection. Also, new books and
materials should be added to the classroom collection as fre-
quently as possible. If is important to talk about the new materials
because children often show an interest in reading books that the
teacher introduces or discusses with them.
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It is a good id:a to set aside a special zime each day for students
to read the variety of material that is available. This is especizally
importent because children may not actually read at any other
time during the day. Many teachers select thirty minutes before
or after lunch, or use a period of time near the end of the school
day when everycne can read without irterruption—including
the teacher.

Tt at all possible, provide a comfortable place for children to
read. A rug, soft pillows., or an old sofa can change a formal read-
ing setting into a warm, c¢zy one where pleasurable reading is
likely to occur. The classroom environment communicates to the
young readers that reading is an activity that is to be explored,
enjoyed, and shared.

If children are to learn to read through literature, as this article
suggests, teachers of reading should continue to find ways of mak-
ing books an integral part of the instructional program. Then, and
unly then, can books become the means to a desirable end for
children who are becoming readers.
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Introduction

Those who work in various areas of language arts education are
caught between two opposing and sometimes mutually exclusive
trends: the pressure for accountability and its attendant testing
which sometimes runs counter to the recommendations of special-
ists in learning theory and language education for a more humanis-
tic approach. Researchers in language arts have much to do. Tests
in various areas of the language arts, particularly in listening,
speaking, and Janguage development, may not be accurate enough
to reveal differences in the best-designed experimental studies of
methodology or procedure. We do not even have a clear picture
of the basic development of some language skills. In language arts
evaluation and research, some major questions emerge: (1) How
can we neasure or assess how well children are developing their
speaking, reading, and writing abilities? (2) How can we evalu.
ate the effectiveness of language arts education programs? and
{8) How can we learn more about how children develop speaking,
reading, and writing abilities? These questions are interrelated as
practitioners and researchers work in separate ways to gather
information about children’s language. The articles in this section
explore some ways in which adults can look at various aspects of
language learning in children and they point o some of the issues
that face all of us who work with young children.

In the first article, Lilja outlines the essential factors for effec-
tive assessment of children’s language growth and suggests ways
of gathering information on individual students. Saville-Troike
explores the wide range of technigues, formal and informal, that
are needed 0y teachers if tl.ay are fo assess children’s under-
standing of the various aspects of language. She emphasizes
evaluation as an iniegral component of interaction in the class-
room. Kolczynski iooks at the question of judging the range of
children’s uses of language and describes two schemes for observ-
ing and categorizing these uses. Singleton focuses on the assess-
ment of reading behaviors; Qdland explores response o literature
as it contributes to language development; and Petty discusses the
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wnpraisal of composition abilities. All three writers stress that
evajuation is a continuous, ongoing process and that a variety of
procedures should be used.

H we are to find more effective ways of assessing children’s
language growth and development, further research is needed.
DeStefano directs attention to the pattemed strategies that chil-
dren employ to discover language systems, and emphasizes the
importance of such patterns for research. She outlines areas of
current concern for the practitioner as well as the researcher who
is interested in the language development of children.
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Measuring the Effectiveness of
Language Education

Linnea D. Lilja
University of Missouri

Evaluation in the language arts should focus on a wide range of
factors related to children's growth as effective communlcators.

Listenlng to and obsemng children. with & number of questions
in mind, can ?rovide the language arts teacher with much valuable
information for program planting.

Each child who enters the classroom brings along some personally
adequate method of communication. Evolved through trial and
error, the system developed until the ~hild could obtain satisfac-
tory responses to expressed demands, to questions asked, and to
ideas or emotions. But within the school environment the child
comes into & new setting where this communication system may
cr may not be effective.

Teachers of young children have two concerns: (1) How effec-
tive is the child’s language usage upon entering the class and when
leaving it? and (2) Has language study improved communication
capabilities, and if so, how? The following are suggested evaluation
factors (no priority implied) for determining the child’s effective-
ness in understanding and being understood-the objective of good
language teaching.

1. Awareness. Is the child aware of language as a method of
communication, serving definite purposes?

2. Spontaneous Use. It is widely accepted that the more secure
& child feels in language, the greater the spontaneity of usage.
An eager *oh-oh” accompanying hand-raising demonstrates
this.

8. Using Nonverbal Signals or Body Language. Does the child,
responding to questions, employ signals—pointing, walking
toward an object, head movements, hand symbols—rather
than words to communicate? Evaluating the nonverba.
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factor indicates possible starting points for instruction and,
subsequently, checks language development and use of the
appropriaté Tioniverbal signal. Considering custom, visualize
the confusion {temporary, one hopes) when shaking the head
vertically is intended-t3 tnean>mo" and-horizontally implies
“yes.” Experience may correct confusion here, but subtler
signals require more specific approaches and actions. A word
of caution—interpret the signal correctly. A librarian, reading
to a small boy, used different voices for the characters. Be-
fore long the boy displayed signals of boredom (squirming,
arm-stretching). When the reader closed the book and simply
told the story, the youngster listened attentively. While seem.
ing not to huar the story when it was read, he really just had
not liked the way it was done.

4. Baby Talk. Does the child have obvious “cutesy’’ speech pet-

terns, either in word choice, word pronunciation, or sentence
structure? The key obviously is to allow for (a) developmental
differences—preschoolers are more apt to display these lan-
guage patterns than first graders; (b} excessively long, con-
tinued use—a secont¢ grader should be beyond this stage.

5. Dialect or Regional Language Usage. In a mobile society,

dialect or regional usage becomes a more Important element
of language than many people realize. When & child uses a
“different” word to describe something and does not com-
municate, what then? An adult might search for altemative
words or explanation, but a child may be unable to do so.
Other dialectical considerations include the form of words
{knit or knitted as past tense), and pronunciations {cot and
caught sound alike), and, while not strictly under this head-
ing, slang usage. Excessive reliance upon so-called current
idiom, to the point where communication with others is
inhibited, should be noted with the eventual goal of widening
the child’s language use.

. Use of Time-, Place., and Thoughi-Holders. How often has

the child used “ya know" in conversation as a substitute for
uncertain words or as a subtle asking for help—because you
do know? What about use of “hm-hm” or “‘uh.uh” to hold a
discussion position while contemplating what to say next?
Admittedly, everyone does these things on occasion, so the
major consideration is how often and how consistently?
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7. Word Choice. Does the child obviously possess an ample
basic vocabulary to enable smooth, comprehensive expres-
sion? Analyzing the kinds of words being used permits easy
evaluation of that language component. Consider (a) how
many empty words are used in daily speech; (b} does the
student know the names of all the objects, activities, emo-
tions, and so on, encountered every day; (c} is there any
attempt to use word variety in everyday speech; (d) are the
same words monotonously repeated; (e} how often are baby
talk and unusual words used instead of familiar, easily under-
stood ones; (f) is there evidence of curiosity to know words
and their meanings; (g) are their questions about or experi-
ments with words and sounds; (h} is there experimentation
with word forms or word invention? Mistakes can be an
alert—a signal that the child is testing the use of language.
However, when the youngster is unable to discem errors or
overgeneralizations after a reasonable time—~for instance, an
older child still uses “foots” in place of ‘““feet’’—there is
reason for concem.

8. Sentence Patterns. The first, and most important, of two con-
siderations here is whether the child is able to orally present
(a) a total thought (statement that conveys meaning), and
(b} in a complete sentence structure where appropriate. It is
known that in talking, people often do not express them-
selves in complete sentences—but in most cases they could do
so if required. Similarly, the concern is whether the child can,
if necessary, express the thought within a sentence structure.
Otherwise this may mean that children must be placed in
situations that make such linguistic demands.

The second consideration is whether the child can use a
variety of sentence structures, including questions, exclama-
tions, and so on, with variations of word order in simple
sentences. Mature speakers typically use more than a simple
noun-verb pattern in their speech. Variety of sei.tence struc-
ture may be an indicator of how secure children feel with
their language.

8. Thought Structure. When all is said and done, what is lan-
guage but communication of thought? If the child seems
unable to structure ideas into clear communication units,
then there is inevitable breakdown between speaker and lis-
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tener. For easy detection, have the child orally work through
a simple problem, noting logical order and language precision.
Whether or not language is needed for thought, language is a
crucial element in communicating thought. The child should
exhibit the ability to use literal, inferential, and creative
levels of thinking.

Ways of Collecting Information

The above list of evaluative factors may seem to be too many ideas
to keep in mind when the children are huddled around, all talking
at once. But try making a checklist to work through for each child
on different days. What is the method of evaluation? Merely listen-
ing and taking notes:

1. Listen to a tape recording of a part of the school day.
2. Have an aide listen for specific language patterns.

3. Watch for and note enthusiastic and spontaneous verbal re-
sponse from the child.

4, Discern the kinds of concepts a child wishes to discuss.

5. Plan discussions with various thought-provoking questions
serving as a stimulus. (This can be done within any leaming
situation—a science lesson, reading a story aloud, and so on.
Questions requiring nonfactual answers are, of course, the
most effective for encouraging spontaneous, free language
usage.)

6. Listen to or record playground language. (How does the child
talk to peers? Show-.and-tell is not always effective for gather-
ing language information because the situation is more for-
mal, involving a greater number of children.)

Take language samples from differing groups: one-to-one, small,
and large, with both familiar and unacquainted people. Various
settings and responses are vital to an effective evaluation.

Well-rounded, well-planned, well-organized language programs
will encourage children who are secure in their use of language,
unafraid of telling what they know to a group, and aware of the
basic power and persuasiveness of the words they use. Assessment
of a wide range of factors in children’s growth as communicators
can give the feedback educators need to plan and improve such
programs.
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Discovering What Children
Know about Language

Muriel Saville-Troike
Georgetown University

Discovering what children know about language, especially how
well they understand the language forms used by teachers ang in
books, is an essential prerequisite to plamiting leaming experiences
for them.

Teachers need a variety of techniques, formal and informal, if
they are to assess children's understanding of the various aspects
of language, including meaning, phonology, grammar, the speak-
er'’s intent, and appropriate social use.

Testing what children know about language can be accomplished
as an integral component of the ongoing interaction in the class-
room rather than an isoiated, unrealistic activity.

The language competence of children is generally evaluated in
terms of their ability to perform linguistically—that is, by judging
how fluently they speak, and eventually how well they read and
write. Because language is the primary medium through which ali
education takes place, and because the development of productive
language skills depends on prior receptive competence, it is even
more important for teachers to know how well children under-
stand the language of instruction. We can assume that children
who do speak fluently, who do leamn to read and write well, and Lt
who do master the content areas of instruction are also competent
in the skills and processes involved in understanding language; but
often children must fail in our educational system before we dis-
cover that their language knowledge did not meet the demands of
learning in the school situation. Discovering what children know
about language, particularly how well they understand and inter-
pret the language forms addressed to them by teachers and books,
is essential if teachers are to provide appropriate and adequate
opportunities to leamn,

Some existing forms of evaluation provide information on chil-
dren’s receptive competence in language, or can be adapted to
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do so, but teachers need a variety of testing procedures to check
on the complex skills and processes involved in understanding
English.

Meaning

The most obvious and casily tested area of language is vocabu-
lary. Evaluation procedures commonly involve asking children to
identify a picture or object that is named. Not so easy to test,
however, are words that refer to abstract concepts or relationships.
Understanding of words that express actions and spatial or tem-
poral relations can be checked while playing games that require
following directions {for instance, “Skip to the table after you
stand on a chair’ or ‘‘Put the block under the desk and then take
the book from Mary”’). Perception of humor is also a good indi-
cator of the understanding of meaning. Some nonsense directives
may be included, such as “Walk on the ceiling” or “Tiptoe noisily,”
where laughter will be the appropriate response. Children may
also be asked to identify what’s funny in a series such as “The
dog barked, the cat meowed, the horse quacked” or in sentences
such as “He painted a picture with his scissors.” At a more ad-
vanced level, identifying what’s funny about sentences such as
“The boy was very bad, but the.teacher scolded him” is a good
test for ability to understand the conjunctions which indicate
logical relationships between parts of a sentence.

Phonology and Grammar

Understanding the meaning of words when they occur in context
necessarily requires understanding phonology and grammar as well
as vocabulary. By the time they are five or six years old, children
seldom have difficulty in perceiving the sounds of the language
they have heard spoken around them. Even children who cannot
yet produce all of the sounds accurately (saying “wabbit” for
rabbit, perhaps, or “tiuk™ for think) can generally hear the differ-
ences between w and r or ¢ and th when they are pronounced by
others. When children have grown up with a language other than
English, or with a variety of English which is different from the
teacher’s, some misunderstanding of sounds may resulf.

Generally, however, except when words are used unnaturally
out of context, sounds are not a source of confusion for children
who have adequate knowledge of vocabulary and grammar, De-
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pending on the native language or regional variety, potential
homophones include such pairs as cot and caught, witch and
which, share and chair, or day and they, but using such words
in context will automatically make their meaning clear. Testing
for perception of such sound distinctions is probably important
only to identify possible causes of spelling errors, and thus it is
of minimal relevance for teachers of young children. They do not
in themselves seem to interfere with leaming $o read.

It is relevant, however, to test children who do not pronounce
plural or past tense endings (saying “dog” for dogs and “talk" for
talked) for their understanding of the grammatical concepts of
number and tense. Not pronouncing the final sounds does not
indicate that the grammatical concepts are missing. The omission
of 5 or ed is quite common in some varieties of spoken English
and does not cause problems in communication; however, chil-
dren are expected to understand such grammatical forms by the
time they come to school and to perceive the final inflection
when it is pronounced by others or occurs at the end of words
in writing.

Receptive knowledge about number, tense, and other points of
grammar can be tested by asking children to identify which of a
pair of spoken sentences correctly describes a picture or situation:
“John is walking” or “John walked"’; “Mary is cold” or “Mary has
a cold™; ‘It is raining” or “It has rained*’; “We have a hamster” or
“We have hamsters’; “John is taller than Bill” or *Bill is taller
than John.” Children may also be asked to identify which picture
or object(s) a single sentence is describing: ““The cats are playing”’
{(a second picture might be of a single cat playing); “The dog is
going %o eat” (a second picture might show a dog eating; a third
picture, a dog leaving an empty dish); ‘‘The girl is bigger than the
boy” (a second picture might be of a boy who is bigger than a girl).

Understanding of direct and indirect objects can be tested by
placing objects (including perhaps toy animals or dolls) oun a table
and asking children to follow directions such as: “Give a horse
to the doll’*; “Give a doll to the horse™; “Give the doll a horse.”
Children have not yet leamed all of the basic grammatical struc-
tures of English by the time they come to school. For example,
the third sentence (*‘Give the doll a horse’’) is normally not under-
stood unti! a later age. The same is true of understanding passive
sentences. In such cases it is important for teachers to be aware of
what children cannot developmentally be expected to know about

" grammar so they will not attempt to teach language form at an

inappropriate level.
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Intént

It is important to assess understanding of the speaker’s intent
(pragmatic competence). To function in a classroom, children
must understand that the apparent declarative sentence “It’s foo
noisy in here” is not merely a statement of fact, but a request {o
be quiet, and that “It’s too noisy out in the hall” is probably a
request for someone near the door to shut it. Children’s under-
standing of the intent of common classroom experiences can be
tested by a multiple choice technique: for example, “If I say
‘Johnny, would you like to sit down now,’” am I asking Johnny i
he wants to sit down or am I telling him to sit down?*”’ Children’s
understanding may also be tested by asking them to paraphrase
or provide a translation: ‘When I say ‘Johnny, would you like to
sit down now,” what do I mean?*’ When “‘Johnny’’ answets “no”
{0 such a command when it is used in schoo), it is important for
the teacher to be able to distinguish between impudence and in-
adequate knowledge of the pragmatic meaning of linguistic forms.

Social Use

A final aspect of language to be tested is the krowledge of appro-
priate structures or rules for the use of ianguage in various social
contexts (sociolinguistic competence). Examples of misunder-
standing can be informally observed: the little girl who has just
learned to raise her hand when she wants to talk, raises her hand
fo join a conversation with peers on the playground; ¢r a child
calls the teacher or principal (a family friend) by their first name.
A systematic evaluation of this dimension of understanding is
desirable.

Both the tfesting and teaching of socially appropriate language
use ¢c3n be accomplished by constructing role playing situations,
with children taking different roles (parent, child, teacher, nurse,
baby) in different suggested settings (inside the classroom, on the
playground, at the dinner table). In such hypothetical situations,
a putpose for the communication should also be specified, such
as comforting someone who is hurt, requesting a toy or second
cookie, or apologizing or making an excuse for breaking some-
thing. Teachers may also participate in different roles and make
calculated mistakes in sociolinguistic behavior, asking children to
identify what the teacher did wrong. Children should never be
asked to correct one another unless it is clear that the mistakes
are intentional. :
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Ways of Looking at
Language Use

Richard G. Kolczynski
Ball State University

Almaost all speech acts ave meant Lo communicate oy serve a social
function.

Children mist leamn to use language for a wide range of social
functions.

Observing and categorizing children's language can help adults
understand the communicative process and provide situations
which help children expand their use of language.

Language is a system by which speakers interact with each other
in order to communicate. Most of our speech acts have a social
purpose, to which we as adults must become sensitive. For com-
munication to be meaningful and shared, we not only need to be
aware of the actual words and expressions (linguistic form) of a
spoken message, but also the social function of what is said.

It is important to realize that the mecssage may have more than
one purpose or function. For example, ‘‘Children at Play” is a fa-
miliar sign found near schools and playgrounds. The sign, although
written instead of spoken, not only serves as an announcement or
statement, but as a waming to drivers of moving vehicies. In oral
language, “good morning” may be a greeting, an invitation to dis-
cuss the weather, or a cue to begin a conversation about almost
anything. Sometimes we ask a question, such as “What did the
midget say to the giraffe?”, but we actually do not expect our
listener to answer the question. As in most jokes, “I don’t know”
serves as a signal for the gspeaker’s “punch-line,” rather than as an
admission of ignorance. The iform of what is said, therefore, does
not always match its function. Adults should familiarize them-
selves with the variety of meanings that children are able to
express through the use of language (Tough, 1976, p. 76).

A number of checklists and systems have been developed to
assist teachers in observing, recording, and appraising language

113

114




114 Eoaluation in Language Education

behavior in classrooms. Simon and Boyer (1967, 1970) have
compiled an anthology of ninety-two different systems. Some
of these systems help us observe the proportion of teacher-versus-
student talking in the classroom. Others aim at describing the way
in which children use language for social purposes. Research on
language use has produced several systems for classifying the
functions of language. Two of them—by Halliday (1975) and
Tough (1976)-are discussed below and they provide a ugeful
outline to help parents and teachers look at children’s use of
language,

Halliday’s Scheme

Observing how children use language can provide insights into
the communicative nature of language: conveying a message and
fulfilling a purpose. Halliday’s studies of children’s language led
him to conclude that language development is a process of acquir-
ing “meaning potential.” As children experience language and its
many uses, they gradually “learn how to mean.” Halliday is con-
cermned with how children communicate meaning to others; inten-
tion and use are most important in understanding how language
conveys meaning. He argues that the “child’s awareness of lan.
guage cannot be jsolated from {the child’s] awareness of language
function’; any attempt to analyze the language used in communi-
cation must include consideration of form and function. That is,
the actual words used in speech must be related to the speaker’s
purposes and to the context in which talking takes place.

Halliday’s system for classifying language includes seven cate-
gories of language funciion, which define language according to its
uses and the intentions of the child.

1. Instrumental, Used to get something the child wants, to satis-
fy needs or desires, to get things done. Examples: “I want,”
“I need.”

2. Regulatory. Used to control the behavior of others; directed
toward a particular individual. Examples: “Do this,” “Bring
me.”

3. Interactional. Used to establish and define social relationships.
Examples: “Hello,” “Pleased to see you.”

4, Personal. Used to express one’s individuality and personality;
to express feelings. Examples: “Here I come,” “I don’t like
it.”
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8. Heuristic. Used to explore the environment, to acquire knowl-
edge and understanding. Examples: “What is it called?”’ 1
wonder why?”

6. Imaginative. Used to cteate an environment of one’s own, to

_ express fantasy, in poetry and imaginative writing. Examples:
“Let’s pretend,” writing or telling “tall tales.”

7. Informative. Used to communicate information to someone
who does not already possess that information. Examples:
“I've got something to tell you,” “1’ve got to report.”

Most of our everyday ianguage probably can be categotrized as
instrumental or interactional. The language found in school serves
a heuristic or “find out’ function when emphasis is placed on
“krowing” through language. At home and in their neighbor-
hoods, children ask questions about their world—the heuristic
function of language. Going to school introduces children to the
more formal aspects of questioning and searching for answers
while continuing to foster natural exploratory behavior.

Much of what takes place in schools requires informative uses of
language. 1t is through this function that information is communi-
cated to someone who does not already possess it. Students need
chances to practice this function through helping and “telling”
each other. A student’s ability to impart or share knowledge is
often the basis for educational evaluation. Halliday insists, how-
ever, that experiences with the full range of language functions are
necessary for developing language as a means of communication.

Tough’s System

A very practical and manageable classification system for the uses
of language was developed by Joan Tough (1976), specifically for
teachers who want to appraise children’s use of language during
classroom activities. Tough’s classification scheme includes seven
uses of language, with comesponding strategies that serve each
category and reveal the child’s reason for talking.

Tough states that “In making an appraisal of the child’s use of
language, it is the content of the child’s talk, the kind of informa-
tion with which [the child) deals, and the manner in which [the
child] deals with it, that is important” (p. 86). Tough Yecommends
the use of tape recorders to collect examples of children’s falk,
from which transcriptions of part or all of the sample may be
made. Using pictures and picture books to stimulate discussion
allows the teacher to develop skill in conversing with children,
recording their conversation, questioning them in order to extend

11g




116

Eveluation in Language Education

Classified Uges of Language
{Adapted from Joan Tough, Listening to Children Tuolking,
pp. 78-80.)

Uses

Self-maintaining the rights and
property of the sell.

Directing the child’s own
activity and that of others,

Reporting on present and past
experience.

Logical reasoning.

Predicting and anticipating
possibilities.

Projecting into the experiences
of others.

Imagining 2 scene for play
through talk.

Strategies
Referring to physical and psy-
chological needs and wants,
Protecting the self and sell
interests.
Justifying behavior or claims.
Criticizing or threatening
cthers.
Monitoring one’s own actions.
Directing the actions of the self
and others.
Collaborating with others.
Labelling the components of
the scene.
Referring to defail, incidents,
sequence of events.
Making comparisons;
recognizing related aspects.
Analysis of the above features,
Extracting, recognizing the
central meaning.
Reflecting on the meaning of
experiences or feelings.
Explaining & process.
Recognlzing causal, dependent
relationships.
Recognizing problems,
solutions.
Justifying actions, judgments.
Reflecting on events and
drawing conclusions.
Recognlzing principles.
Anticipating, forecasting
evenis.
Anticipating the detajl of
evenis, sequence of events,
problems and solutions,
courses of action,
Predicting the conseguences of
actions or events.
Projecting into: the experiences
of others, the leelings of
others, the reactions of others,
situations never experienced.
Developing an imaginary
situation based on real life or
on fantasy.
Developing an originai stoty.
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their obeervations and to reveal their capabilities, and appraising
their use of language. .

Note-taking and record-keeping of what each child does with
language provide the basis for planning classroom activities that
promate skills-of communication. Tough explains that parents and
teachers need to provide a wide variety of experiences during
which children use language for different purposes. By keeping
careful notes on children’s use of langusge, teachers will have a
continuous record of “evidence of what the child can do with
langusge at particular points and in particular situations” (Tough,
p. 109). Such records will guide teachers in promoting appropriate
and effective uses of language during classroom activities. Too
often the natvral, warm, snd personal talk found in conversations
at home is ignored in task-oriented classrooms where emphasis is
placed on what Halliday would call inforinative uses of language.
As Pinnell (1975, p. 326) supgests, teachers need to “examine
their own behavior and become aware of how they interact with
others. They need opportunities to lisien to themselves and to
children falking and to Jook at the meanings and intentions behind
the way they use language.”’

Implications

While the above classification systems may prove useful in organiz-
ing our thoughte about how language is used, we must realize that
they are only categorizations. They will not aiways fit the real
world (Criper and Davies, 1977, p. 173). Also, the functions of
language are not discrete. Any single speech act can sexrve many
functions at the same time, What is important for adults to under-
stand is that there are many ways to communicate, causing varying
degrees of difficulty in armriving at shared understanding. We must
ba aware of the principles of what we say, how we say it, and what
we mean as they come together in a social context. The ultimate
goal of language education, whether at home or at schouol, should
be to open the way for greater and more effective use of language
that is appropriate to given social situations.
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Evaluating Some Early
Reading Behaviors

Carlton M. Singleton
Educational Consultant

Different civcumstances surround the acts of leaming to speak
and leaming to read; motivation is the key.

Messurement of a child’s attitude toward reading is essential in
helping children leam to read.

A steady and continuous evaluation plan, focusing on various as-
pects of the reading process, is a vital part of teaching children to
read.

Children should learn to read as easily as they leamn to speak. Both
tasks require similar intellectual capacity and concentrated effort.
Yet every normal child learns to speak easily, but not every child
leams to read easily. Why should this be s50? What are the differ-
ences. between leaming to speak and Jeaming {0 yead? What role
can evaluation play in helping young children leam to yead and
speak with equal ease?

There are many differences in the circumstances under which
children learn to speak and learn to read:

Young children learn o speak in an environment in which
everyone speaks. Not everyone in the environment reads.
A child learns to speak in a home-centered environment
which is part of the child's life every waking moment. The
school environment surrounds the child only part of some
days.

Leaming to speak means moving at one’s own pace and at
times one’s own choosing. Leaming {o read means adjusting
to someone else’s pace and choice of time.

Young children get a great deal of pleasure from their at-
tempts to learn to speak. In the beginning, every word is
greeted with praise. They soon learn that speech is the major
avenue for satisfying needs and wants. Learning fo read, on
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the other hand, usually offers little in the way of immediate
satisfaction,

Considering the major differences in circumstances, it is ap-
parent that motivation to learn to speak is overwhelmirg, and
motivation to learn to read may be almost nonexistent in many
children’s situations.

Children come to school from many different home environ-
ments and a variety of socioeconomic levels, and they are the issue
of parents from varying educational strata, In some homes there
are many, often used, reading materials; in others there sre none.
For some children, being read to is an everyday and very pleasur-
able experience. For other children, the television set is the only
channel to things outside the immediate here and now. The child
who is read to understands the pleasure that books can bring.
The child who is never read to may well consider books as un-
necessary or irrelevant. Certainly there is a difference in attitude
toward reading on the part of children from such widely differing
backgrounds.

The measurement of a child’s attitude toward reading is a prime
essential in helping children leam to read. Yet, desptte the plethora
of tests available to check a child’s progress in reading, there are
few instruments desiimed to determine & child’s interest in reading.
Luckily, the wise teacher and the interested parent can easily
determine a child’s attitude toward reading for themselves. Atti-
tude is so important that these questions should be asked, and
answered affirmatively, before formal reading instruction is begun:

Does the child enjoy the stories in books? Like having them
read aloud?

Does the child want to handle the books which have been
read? Want to hold them and look at the pictures?

Does the child want favorite stories read 2gain? Attempt to
“read” them by reciting the story while turning the pages?
Does the child listen attentively while being read to? Some-
times listen with closed eyes as though imagiring the story?
Has the child ever drawn a picture to illustrate a story?

Does the child understand what You are doing when you look
in & book for the answer to a question that has been asked?
Has the child ever suggested that you “look it up in a book™?
Does the child understand what you are doing when you fol-

low a recipe in a book? Or follow any directions for doing
something?
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An answer of “yes” to some or most of the above questions is
an indication of a healthy attitude toward reading. Children thus
motivated are genenally enthusiasrtic about reading, and that enthu-
siasm should continue.

Early attitudes are not a guarantee, however. In leaming to
read, motivation plays such an important part in the day-to-day
progress that the child’s attitude toward reading should be con-
stantly and carefully watched. The above questions should be
regularly considered, and any waning of interest evidenced by a
change in answers should be noted as a warning sign.

Children learn at their own pace and in their own time. Too
rapid a pace ot 100 much pressure at the wrong time can easily
cause interest to slacken and the child’s attitude townrd reading
to change. The pace at which a child learns to read should be con-
stantly checked by ongoing evaluation. There ave several aspects
of reading behavior which can easily be checked by observing
children and asking them questions.

Among other things, learning to read means leaming the code
by which written English represents spoken English. Since the
child leamming to read already knows and understands spoken
English, he or she must leam o link that spoken English with its
written form. To do this the child must learn the letters of the
alphabet, the sounds used in spoken English, and the relationships
between the two. A young reader must learn to hear the separate
sounds in spoken English in order to be able to recognize that the
words ball, bat, and belt start with the same sound, as do the
words cat, kick, and Christmas, In the first example, the child
learns that the sound heard first in the word ball is indicated by
the letter b, and in the second example the sound beard first is
indicated by the letter ¢, or k, or ch. Hearing these separate
sounds in words is called auditory discrimination. Lack of audi-
tory discrimination is a common cause for lack of growth in
reading. An informal diagnostic inventory must be an ongoing
part of the teaching plan to make certain that the learner’s growth
is steady and sustained.

Evaluation must not be considered as a once-a-month or once-a-
year part of learning to read. Many specific reading behaviors are
subject to inventory. A steady and continuing evaluation plan
covering specific reading skills and behaviors is essential to make
certain that each child is learning what the teacher is attempting
to teach. The mechanics of reading skills, letter names, auditory
discrimination, the functions of punctuation, structural clues, and
s0 on, are well known and subject to specific diagnosis by easily
developed teacher questions.
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Learning to read means learming to derive meaning directly from
the printed word. Certain words in English occur with such high
frequency that there are about one hundred that account for
about one-half of all words used in written English. Those words
are the prepositions, conjunctions, articles, verb auxiliaries, and
some adverbs that control the interrelationships of the meaning.
filled words in sentences, Another common problem of children
who have difficulty in leaming to read is caused by skipping over
or miscalling these little words. Such problems can handicap chil-
dren in frying to find meaning in the whole sentence. Determining
the child’s rate of growth in his mastery of the little words is
subject to one hundred percent inventory evaluation. It is not at
all difficult to arrange for and maintain a record of pupil masteries
over this short list of words.

Evaluation does play an important part in the process of guiding
children to growth in reading. A continuing measure of the child’s
attitude toward reading and a continuing measure of each pupil’s
mastery of the basic skills of reading can be used to ensure that
leaming progresses steadily and at the child’s own pace. These
measures are not formal ones, and they need not take place all
at once; they are simple question-and-answer checklists that any
teacher can develop and use regularly.

T e,




Observing Response to Literature:
A Contributor to Language
Development

Norine Odland
University of Minnesota

Chlldren respond to the meaning, language, and lllustrations they
find \n carefully selected children's llterature. Through those
responses they develop greater awareness of language,

By carefully observing and fostering children’s responses, a sensi-
tive adult can assess the quality of their experience and provide
further opportunities for response,

Response to literature is a natural contributor to a child’s language
development. Listening to & story or poem provides the stimulus
for & child to respond in a variety of ways. Response may be
expressed in dramatic play, for example, by pretending to be
Goldilocks after hearing “The Three Bears,” or in art, as when
children draw characters or scenes that have impressed them.
There ave various potential response modes, but the most frequent
responses arve those which employ language; and far more oral than
written responses come from young children. -

Response to literature as a stimulus to language development in
young children can be examined in both informal and formal
situations. The informal responses are more frequent in the ex-
perience of young children; they also are more difficult to define
and describe because of the very nature of informality.

In the home environment, when a story is told or read to 2
child, talking is likely to occur before reading as well as during
the story and after it has been read. Sometimes the response may
be simply, “read it again’’—a positive reaction. The response may
be delayed, as it was when a child, aged four, waited impatiently
in the grocery check-out line and watched rain clouds coming
closer. In an urgent, clear voice she stunned the employees and
other shoppers with “We’re going to have some weather. It’s
a-comin’, She’s gonna blow’” (from Time of Wonder, Robert
McCloskey, Viking, 1957, p. 52).
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Vocabulary is expanded through listening to literature and
children’s responses reveal the power of vivid words. The book '
Bruno Munari’s ABC (Bruno Munari, Collins-World, 1960) gives
children a chance to try out new words, especially when they
have been encouraged {0 read along once or twice through the
book. The “vertical violet violin” in Munari’s book appeals to
children because of its thythm, color, and unusualness, Children
repeat such phrases and expand the meaning of the language.

In informal settings, at home or at school, it is important to
present [iterature in a way that encourages children to talk about
what they have read or heard. There is need for maintaining a
balance between the quiet time for listening or reading and time
for talking as a part of enjoying literature. No prescription is
effective in constructing such a balance, but a sensitive adult can
determine when the balance exists.

In more formal or structured situations, language development
is reasonably one of the goals of presenting literature for response,
A major goal is enjoyment of literature, and part of that enjoy-
ment is related to appreciation of the language of literature.
Effective teaching requires that each child feels confident in being
able to respond without relying on the responses of others. Simul-
taneously, each child respects the responses of other children.
As these goals are achieved, there is concurrent development in
powers of language, oral and written.

Volume and quantity of response cannot be the sole measure
of success. Quality and appropriateness of response are equally
significant in children’s responses. After a group of children heard
McDermott’s The Stonecutter (Gerald McDermott, Viking, 1975)
there was complete silence for more than sixty seconds. A quiet
but deliberate voice spoke up, “Pretty soon he will be whittled
down to a little bit of nothing.”” After that, responses came from
several children, each listening to the other and each developing
ideas about the meaning of thé story. Thus, language was used
effectively for expressing ideas, not merely for answering ques-
tions asked by the teacher.

The adult who seeks to encourage children’s language develop-
ment through response to literature will consider both the selec-
tion of materials to be used and the manner in which the literature
is presented {0 young children. If there is to be active, genuine
response, children’s interests must be considered in choosing
stories and poems and there is much within the realm of literature
that will appeal {0 them. After satisfying the criterion of interest,

125




Observing Response to Literature 125

choices can include selections that are also examples of the best
literary and artistic quality. Children need models that are worthy
of imitation. Although formal study of literature may be inappro-
priate for young children, exposure to rthythmic flow of language,
vivid, concise vacabulary, and wxiting that is rich in metaphoric
language builds background for the young child, who later will
use literary devices such as metaphor with appreciation and
understanding.

Reading aloud is a good way to discover whether a piece of
literature meets the need for excellence in language. The adult
who selects stories and poems for children’s appreciation, and
especially for response to language, will find oral reading a helpful
technique in assessment. Further, skill and artistry in oral reading
are prerequisites for the person who presents literature to children.
Fine language can be demolished by clumsy, flat, oral renditions.

In responding to literature, young children often respond to the
illustrations also. The richness of artistic expression in children’s
literature today encourages such response to visual arts. Talking
about a picture may center on clues that ave revealed in the draw-
ings, clues to solve a puzzle or to tell what the book is about.
Expressing reactions to illustrations that enhance and extend a
story results in development of axtistic appreciation.

Many so-called wordless books, with little or no text, offer
opportunities for eliciting responses, both written and oral, as
children tell the story that the pictures represent to them. A
child’s version of a text for a wordless book can be recorded on
tape, and comparisons of versions told by several children provide
further genuine reason for discussion based on listening to the
versions of the story.

The potential for language development through response to
literature can be realized with wise use of the approaches to litera-
ture selected by an adult. Assuming that selection has been done
with care, the teacher proceeds with methods that encourage
response. Prescriptive methods for presenting literature to children
are self-defeating. Generally, the teacher will find little use for
“right answer™ or “yes and no' questions. Minimizing the value
of teacher talk and maximizing the value of student talk will go
further to ensure that each child has an opportunity to use and
expand the power of language.

Little research has been conducted on the subject of young
children’s response to literature. Even less research has focused
directly on the relationship between response to literature and
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language development. Some evidence indicates that reading to
children has a positive influence on their ability to read and to
use oral language. Current developments in research are examining
the effects of literature on children’s language.

Literature offers to children examples of fine use of language.
Even if exposed to only a small portion of the body of literature
that appeals to children, the young child can be saturated with
language from the past and present. Whether exposure is through
listening or through reading silently, the possibilities for language
development are fully realized when the child has used language
to express reactions to what has been heard or read. Response
to literature is one way, an important way, for young children to
develop their language power,




Assessing Children’s
Understanding of Composition

- Walter Petty
SUNY at Buffalo

The foundations of composition are established even before
children learn to write for themselves, Through questioning and
other informal techniques, teachers can evaluate the extent to
which young children are aware of the fundamentals of good
composition.

Evaluation should be an integral part of the whole teaching.
learning process, thus enabling the teacher (0 determine what the
child knows shout composition and what still needs to be leamed.

Childven should begin to learn about the composition process in
their first school experiences, in kindergarten or possibly in the
nursery school. This early leaming is subject to evaluation by
teacher and parents alike, and leads to an understanding of the
fundamentals of composition in relation to children.

The teacher who tells stories to young children is teaching
composition, whether it is consciously intended or not. Children
catch on rather quickly fo the fact that a good story has an
interesting beginning, is orderly in development, and has a point
or climax. Of course, many children develop such awareness
through home experiences. They know the order of events in
many stories; they know what the climax is; they even know if
words are changed. When the teacher tells about a personal experi-
ence, the children again catch on to the importance of sequence
and to clarity in what is said. They goon leam that telling some-
thing effectively requires consideration of the audience—their
interests and experiences—as reflected in the atiention shown to
the gne doing the telling.

While children soon develop a sense of all of these elements,
composition teaching really begins as a teacher informally calls
attention o the various composition factors. A teacher interested
in evaluating children’s understanding of these fundamentals of
good composition can easily determine the extent to which the
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children have lea:ned. Certainly this evaluation is not formal,
not a testing as we usually think of it—and it should not distract
from the major purpose of the storytelling or other communica-
tive act. However, questions such as ‘‘What happened next in the
story?” lead smoothly to “Why did the author tell that next?”’;
and “What was it that I said we did on returning from our trip?”’
may be followed by ‘‘Why did I tell that last?*" Even ‘‘Was there
any part of the story that you didn’t understand?” need not be
separated from “How could that have been told so that you would
understand it easily?"’

A bit later the teacher can record children’s experiences as they
tell about them, individually or in a group activity. Again, in the
process of recording, the teacher may present a number of the
basics of composition to the children—having them state a good
beginning sentence, guiding their ordering of sentences, and
helping them achieve clarity in these sentences and appeal and
accuracy in the words and phrases they use. The importance of
the audience who may read what is being composed can receive
attention. When appropriate, teachers and students may even talk
about such things as margins, capitalization, and punctuation.

The presenting or teaching may be done by calling children’s
attention to the principles, but it can best be done through an
evaluative process—that is, by asking the children questions similar
to those suggested above. The object of such questioning is to
elicit responses that show the extent of understanding that has
been achieved. The process puts learning and evaluation in con.
cert, exercising a basic teaching principle: Evaluation should
always be done to determine what has been learned and what still
needs to be learned.

When children develop the ability to write stories and other
compositions themselves, the learning about composition con-
tinues—and for most children becomes more meaningful. A
teacher’s empathy with the children, combined with the children’s
desire to do well in the new activity, facilitates learning. If early
awareness of composition has been fostered a teacher's task is
greatly reduced. That is particularly true if preliminary activities
have included rereading what has been written to be sure the
message is clear. if the foundation is less than expected or desired,
the same approach as recommended for younger children should
be used. Also, such activities as arranging pictures in the order
of a story; puiting objects into classifications according to size,
color, and so on; displaying and telling about an object to class-
mates; telling about one thing that happened or that they saw;
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and telling how to do something—to play a game, for instance—are
useful in building a foundation for the composition process.
However, the most effective activities are those that involve words
and sentences, activities that have a communication-by-language
purpose,

It is well to keep in mind that composition is a reflection of
thinking. Although children may have problems with the motor
aspects of writing—and skills such as spelling—or are shy, over.
active, or have some other difficulty 2 oral composition, the
evaluation of a child’s compositional ability iz essentially an
evaluation of his or her ability to think and to represent that
thinking. The child who can make a complete and to-the-point
oral statement shows that thinking is taking place clearly and
effectively. That kind of thinking should also be reflecied in
written composition, Contrarily, the child who voices or writes
a garbled statement may be confused or lack experience in such
forms of communication, Of course, garbling may be the result
of talking or writing without much knowledge of the subject—but
a principle of composition is to be kmowledgeable about the
subject, Teachers obviously can encourage children to talk and
write about things within their experience that they know about,
and discourage composition subjects that are beyond the range
of children's knowledge. This may seem so obvious that it need
not be written, but the evidence is rather strong that many teach-
ers assign both written composition topics and oral report subjects
about which the children have litile knowledge (and often no
interest).

Clarity in thinking is clearly related to the unique abilities and
experiences of each child, While native ability may be a factor, not
all highly intelligent individuals are composers, a fact that suggests
that teachers can effectively improve composition by helping
children extend and clarify their thinking,
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Researching Children’s Language
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Language develops in a pattern. The systems children are de-
veloping, and the way in which they develop them, also contain
patterns.

Researchers need to search out the patterns that are to be leamed
and the strategies children employ tole.r!a them.

As you can tell from the earlier sections of this book, we now
know quite a bit about children’s language development. We
know, for example, that language develops in a pattern, in stages
which each child may go through at slightly different times from
other children. And we have conze to recognize the active role
each child plays in its development. We also know many of the
details of the development of sound and grammatical systems
of language.

So what don’t we know? Or, to put it another way, what else
can we learn about how a child develops the entire language system,
which includes not only form (such as sound and grammar) but
also pattems of use? First, we still have much to learn about how
children develop the meaning system of their language, Linguists
call this the semantic system. So a major question that’s being
asked by researchers is how do children learn to mean? How do
they actually “make” language convey the meaning they want
it to? M.AK. Halliday, a British language researcher, has been
asking this question recently and has tumed to a study of how
langusge functions for children (see Halliday, 1975, Part II, for
a description of this research). He and other researchers such as
Joan Tough (1973) in Britain and Gay Pinnell (1975) in the
United States have found that children do learn to vary the way
they talk depending on the function they have in mind. However,
we still need to clarify the definitions of the various functions
and continue to do research on how older children can become
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even more effective controllers of these functions. We also need
to know what home and school! environments encourage very
important language functions such as language for knowing or for
inquiry, and language for self-expression. This Iatter is of special
interest to parents and teachers, both of whom wish to enhance
children’s control over the Janguage.

Another very exciting research area deals with questions such as
how children learn to use their language appropriately, to make
their language fit the context they are in. Somehow they learn to
Carry on a conversation, to engage in classtoom talk with teachers,
to joke, to talk formally, to use slang—all of the variations that we
take for granted. How do they learn those myriad rules we adults
know so well about making our language appropriate to the situa-
tion? We know, for example, how to talk to an employer, an
employee, a friend, a minister, a colleague, a child, and so on,
We almost automatically switch our speech to make it appropriate
to the listener and to fit the context. Children also have to leam
how to do this if they are to be considered native speakers of a
language in a particular culture.

Fortunately there are yesearchers who are asking these questions
about how children learn these kinds of rules. It’s in its beginning
stages, but preliminary results seem to show, again, that children
develop their own sets of rules which may or may not match ours.
In leaming to tell jokes, for example, children’s notions of what is
funny definitely don’t match ours; and what constitutes a joke to
thené is quite different from adults’ ideas of humor (Bauman,
1976). -

Most research has emphasized oral language development, espe-
cially children’s production of oral language; however, many
researchers are focusing on research in literacy development—that
is, how do children learn to read, spell, and write? That question is
crucial in a society where literacy is important and where failure
to become literate, so evidently abounds. Thus, many of us have
tumed to studying the process of learning to read, to write, and
to spell. Some of the most illuminating research co far has heen
the work of Charles Read (1975) and, to some extent, Carol
Chomsky (1976), on children who have taught themselves to spell.
One finds in the literature wonderful messages such as: WEINS A
LITL BUNE HOPT A CROS MI LON/AND THAT BUNE HOPT/
RUYT IN MI HAWS AND I HAVE THE/BUNE SUM MILK.
[5:2-year-old child {Chomsky, 1976)] or MY WISL IS BROKUN/
DOT MAK NOYS/MY DADAAY WRX HEL f[5-year-old child
(Read, in presentation, 1976)] .
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Read finds that the self-taught spellers follow pattems. In other
words, their spelling is remarkably similar across the entire group
and usually very readable, For example, he mentions that the
children he studied tended to base their spelling for vowels on the
sound of the letter name, and for consonants on that sound minus
the vowel sound (“tee” for ¢), So we find in their spelling ““fin”
for fine, “bot” for boat, and “‘fel” for feel. When they run out of
letter names they often tum to those that contain the sound
they're after, so you find “feh’ or “‘fes”’ for fish, where they use
either the s or & in the sh sound,

Other findings seem fo show that children who have taught
themselves to spell have no trouble making the switch to tradi-
tionat spelling. They seem to understand that the writing system
is made up of patterns.

In closing, 1 would like to stress the discovery of pattems and
their importance in the research in children’s language develop-
ment, both oral and written. The systems children are developing
are pattemed, and the way in which they develop them also con-
tains pattemns. It is up to us as researchers {0 discover both the
patterns that are to be learned and the patterned strategies chil-
dren employ to learn them. Then, we hope, we can aid parents
and teachers in helping them match their emerging sets of pattems
to those which ultimately will be developed, allowing them to
become even more effective ysers of the language.
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